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This critical ethnographic exploration of play analyzes how preschool children use fantasy play 
to understand gender, race, and ethnicity as they navigate social hierarchies, power, and identity.  
Theoretically, I frame play as agentic social action, with particular attention to how micro-
interactions within the childhood classroom push against larger macro-ideological and 
pedagogical discourses.  My central focus is on children’s exercise of agency through fantasy 
play, which I argue does not take place within a separate children’s culture but is interdependent 
and interconnected with adult culture and adult-controlled social structures and ideologies within 
the relational space of the classroom.  My dissertation research informs and advances child 
focused research methodology through what I have termed “play ethnography.”  I find that 
children take up specific intersectional dispositions in fantasy play; rather than the intersections 
of oppression that Critical Race Theory proposes, I suggest that children find intersections of 
power, intersections of agency in which they can maintain or exert power.  Exploring fantasy 
play in classrooms reflects the dynamics of the instructional, institutional, and structural forces 
that shape childhood.  Play is a form of cultural and political agency, and when children’s play is 
ignored, children’s agency is ignored.  When play is lost, limited, or denied to certain children, 
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we lose what can be learned about children and the experience of childhood in the classroom 
environment, as well as how children’s play relates to and reflects larger societal patterns and 
complexities.  
 
(critical childhood studies, play, ethnography, agency, interdependency, intersectionality, early 
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This study originates from two wonderings that that have continued to fascinate me since 
my time as an early childhood teacher.  The first being the ways young children grapple with 
issues of race, gender, and class.  My experiences listening, talking, and playing with young 
children do not reflect the child development theory assertion that children are cognitively 
incapable of understanding major social abstractions at such young ages.  My second curiosity 
relates to how the phenomenon of children’s fantasy play is understood in early childhood 
education.  As a teacher, I was amazed by the fantasy play that is cast over early childhood 
classrooms as a vehicle for expression, imagination, invention and understanding.     
I began teaching at a time when housekeeping corners and blocks were being removed 
from classrooms.  Play, though still part of the early childhood curriculum, has been formally 
reduced in recent years as learning environments responded to pressures linked to policy and 
curricula that focus on more “academic” tasks.  I was interested in the effects and ramifications 
of the loss of play.  I see two trends: the first is the elimination of opportunities for fantasy play 
related to limited time allotted to free play and recess within the school day; the second is an 
increase in more structured play-based learning.  Play has been pedagogized.  Rogers and Evans 
(2008) describe play as being “hijacked, for the purpose of delivering a subject-based curriculum 
where the demand is to produce tangible outcomes and justifications for its place in the 
curriculum” (p. 16). 
I believe that play is an underappreciated and unwisely dismissed context in which to 
explore the experience of childhood.  Wendy Luttrell (2016) discusses how visual sociology has 
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been used to understand constructions of childhood.  She uses the example of W. E. B. Du Bois 
calling in the beginning of the 20th century for photographs that depicted black children as 
“human and real,” and represented “the child as itself” (Luttrell, 2016, p. 175).  In the same sense 
that Du Bois intended to “recreate a theory of African American childhood through 
photography” (Luttrell, 2016, p. 175).  I suggest that play holds the same potential, as play offers 
opportunities to see children as themselves and to explore various theories of childhood.  The 
foundational work of anthropologist Sharon Stephens concludes that the loss of play for children 
relates to their social and historical construction of childhood.  I assert that much can be explored 
if we examine children’s fantasy play in preschool with consideration of the instructional, 
institutional, and structural forces that shape childhood.1 An underlying theme throughout this 
study is whether the pattern of reducing children’s opportunities to play during school is linked 
to a limited understanding of play reflecting a particular construction of childhood that informs 
and is informed by instructional practices.   
I have grounded my exploration of fantasy play within a Critical Childhood Studies 
framework, which insists that childhood is culturally, socially, and politically contextualized.  I 
was not satisfied with Piaget’s child development theories, which reduce play to a function of 
cognition.  Though they are more inclusive and responsive to social context, I find socio-cultural 
framings of play as a form of socialization to be equally limiting.  Critical Childhood Studies is a 
paradigm shift, in that the focus is shifted from the development of the individual child to 
childhood contexts.  This framework understands childhood to be more than a biological phase, 
                                                        
1 In a similar vein, French historian Philippe Aries (1962) explored how institutions of family, 







recognizing that childhood is culturally, historically, economically, and politically situated.  This 
research appreciates the various ways childhood is constructed and reconstructed in relation to 
time, space, gender, race, ethnicity, class, and age (Alanen, 2009). 
 This is timely scholarship; much attention has been given to early childhood education 
with the current expansion of nationwide pre-kindergarten programs.  However, early childhood 
education is a contested site.  There are numerous differing ideas about the role of play in the 
early childhood classroom.  The relationship between how play is viewed, valued, and 
understood in schools must be seen in relation to the current neo-liberal educational reforms that 
aim to quantify learning outcomes.  Early childhood education was once a space safe from test 
emphasis and standardized assessments, but that is no longer the case.  Standards-driven 
practices now weigh down upon early childhood curriculum and instruction.  It is within the 
standards and data-driven context that this study takes up questions about children’s own 
experiences of fantasy play within the classroom.  
Beyond situating the theoretical significance of play in growing our understanding of the 
experience of childhood, my study proposes fantasy play as a valuable context for child-focused 
research.2  Stage theories of child development have been the singular voice in early childhood 
curricula, instruction, teacher education, policy, and research, which has created an over-reliance 
of positivistic research in the field.  Utilizing a methodology I have termed “play ethnography,” I 
explore the following research questions:  
                                                        
2 I choose to use the term “child-focused research” because it describes a paradigm shift within 
the social sciences toward “studying children and not child variables . . . the researcher who 
values children’s perspectives and wishes to understand their lived experiences will be moved to 
find out more and how children understand and interpret, negotiate and feel about their daily 
lives” (Greene & Hogan, 2005, p. 3). 
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• What personal and cultural meanings do preschool children attach to their fantasy play in 
preschool classrooms?   
• What social hierarchies and power dynamics are revealed through preschool children’s 
fantasy play? 
To answer these research questions, I utilize the critical childhood studies concepts of 
interdependency and agency.  Exploring play through these lenses allow us to see children 
engaging, negotiating, resisting, and transforming the pedagogical structures that shape play in 
the early childhood classroom.  This approach also lets us question the societal ideologies that 
are embedded in child-centered pedagogical practices.  
 Theoretically, this research advances the notion of children’s social and political agency 
within fantasy play in the early childhood classroom.  Methodologically, this research explores 
specific ethnographic methods for conducting play research with children.  I also aim to 
contribute to the dialogue of early childhood practitioners questioning theories of play and the 
role of fantasy play in the curriculum, which I hope provides an opening to epistemological 
questions that seek to uncover how various ideological discourses shape intentional and 
unintentional pedagogic practices and impact constructions of childhood.   
Examining play in this fashion allows us to see the institutional forces and structures that 
shape childhood, forcing us to ask why play is undervalued, why play is advocated for certain 
children and discouraged for others, and who is allowed to play.  Noting that children are closed 
out of the political sphere, scholar of children’s citizenship Cath Larkins stresses that their 
agency must be acknowledged in other ways.  Dismissing children’s play is ignoring their social 
and political agency.  This study aspires to advance understandings of children’s fantasy play 
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 Chapter 2 contextualizes the loss of play in society and schools by exploring the effects 
and ramifications of this loss.  I challenge the dominant child development theories of 
psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, which promote a limited, one-dimensional 
understanding of children, and explore how these researchers’ understandings of play are 
embedded in specific constructions of childhood.   
Chapter 3 introduces the lens of Critical Childhood Studies, which shifts the focus from 
the development of the individual child to childhood contexts, highlighting various implications 
for better understanding children’s play.   
Chapter 4 outlines the theoretical orientation of the study, narrowing in on the concepts 
of interdependency and agency as utilized in Critical Childhood Studies.  I discuss how I use 
post-structural, feminist, and race theories to understand the experience of childhood, closing 
with a theory of play as agentic social action between adults and children.   
Chapter 5 outlines the methodological components of the study, including research 
design and the analysis process.  I explain complexities that arose from situating myself as a 
researcher and the multi-layered intricacies of doing research with young children, closing with 
a brief profile of the site and children in the study.   
 Chapter 6 lays a foundation for the analysis of children’s fantasy play by unpacking the 
concept of “child-centeredness,” as well as the discourses that surround it.  I uncover cracks, 
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paradoxes, and illusions by calling attention to this concept’s inherent political epistemological 
orientation and the dominant societal ideologies it mirrors.  I further problematize the concept as 
I describe the way child-centered discourse comes alive and is enacted within a preschool 
classroom through a set of specific curricular strategies termed “developmentally appropriate 
practices” (DAP) that frame children’s play.  
 Delving into the findings of this study, Chapter 7 examines how children make child-
centeredness their own and revisits pedagogic structures within the early childhood classroom.  
Play vignettes highlight how children used their agentic power of resistance and situational 
power within fantasy play as a social and creative act against classroom structures.  I focus 
specifically on the ways children challenged the limits of the physical arrangement of the early 
childhood classroom in their play episodes, co-opted instructional materials and supplies, enacted 
fantasy subjectivities to reject classroom routines, and adapted classroom instructional practices 
for their own agendas with play artifacts.   
 Chapter 8 develops the concepts of interdependency and interconnectedness to situate 
fantasy play as agentic social action between children and adults, whereby forms of childhood 
and adulthood are co-constructed within the relational space of the early childhood classroom.  
Play vignettes challenge the notion of a “separate” children’s play culture and suggest that 
fantasy play in the early childhood classroom is not independent of adult culture but rooted 
within the relations between children and adults.   
Chapter 9 explores play episodes through intersectional analysis that features power 
dynamics among children and shows how children produce and reproduce societal hierarchies 
through fantasy play in the relational space of the early childhood classroom.   
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Chapter 10 explores how one child created counter discourses through fantasy play.  
Play vignettes and other ethnographic examples demonstrate a relational pedagogy of play 
directly related to the critical childhood studies concepts of interdependency and agency.  
Chapter 11 outlines the theoretical implications of the study by presenting how 
children’s play is an important context to understand children’s social and political agency.  I 
discuss the methodological implications of this study by presenting how play ethnography can 
be developed as an important contribution for child-focused research, and I speak to the 







The Disappearance of Play and Developmentalist Theories of Childhood 
 
Children’s play is disappearing, although play is one of the most agreed upon and 
accepted activities perhaps even identified as a characteristic of childhood.  There is, however, 
also a lack of understanding and consensus about what exactly constitutes children’s play, so 
play can be easily taken for granted or dismissed.  In this chapter I contextualize the loss of play 
in society and schools by exploring the effects and ramifications of this loss.  I challenge the 
dominant child development theories of psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, which 
promote a limited, one-dimensional understanding of children, and explore how the 
understandings of play associated with these theories create specific constructions of childhood. 
 Play has long been a central component of the early childhood classroom.  The 
importance of play for children is embedded in early childhood education policy documents such 
as Developmentally Appropriate Practice, written by the most influential professional 
organization in the field, The National Association of the Education of the Young Child.  The 
document states that “Play is an important vehicle for children’s social, emotional, and cognitive 
development as well as a reflection of their development” (National Association for the 
Education of Young Children, 2009 p. 8).  Play is even included as a basic right by the United 
Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child in Article 31, which speaks to leisure, play, and 
culture; “Children have the right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of cultural, artistic 
and other recreational activities” (UNICEF, 1989).  However, play has nearly disappeared from 
early childhood classrooms in many of the schools in the United States.  In recent years, research 
suggests that the culture of children’s play in the United States is disappearing.  Theorists and 
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advocates of play assert that children growing up in the United States are experiencing a “play 
deficit” (Crain, 2003; Ginsburg, 2007; Elkind, 2007; Santer, Griffiths, & Goodall, 2007; Honore, 
2008; Pellegrini, 2008; Miller & Anlon, 2009; Brown & Vaughn, 2009; Linn, 2009; Wilson, 
2009; Paley, 2010).  
 The idea of play deprivation in education is part of a broader national conversation. 
Marantz Henig’s 2008 New York Times Magazine article “Taking play seriously” summarized 
the many stakeholders affected by the perceived lack of play far beyond the classroom: 
   Educators fear that school officials are hacking away at recess to make room for an 
increasingly crammed curriculum.  Psychologists complain that overscheduled kids have 
no time left for the real business of childhood: idle, creative, unstructured free play.  
Public health officials link insufficient playtime to a rise in childhood obesity.  Parents 
bemoan the fact that kids don’t play the way they themselves did—or think they did.  
And everyone seems to worry that without the chance to play stickball or hopscotch out 
on the street, to play with dolls on the kitchen floor or climb trees in the woods, today’s 
children are missing out on something essential.  
 
It is thus apparent that concern over the value of play is not limited to early childhood education. 
There are many reasons we are seeing less play in schools.  Most notable is the pressure of the 
No Child Left Behind Act, which has influenced policies and curricula because it requires 
teachers to demonstrate children’s learning outcomes.  This pressure tends to be compounded for 
schools serving black, brown, and poor children, who are not perceived to be succeeding in 
school; such schools are therefore persuaded to start “academic” education earlier (McLane, 
2003).  Many parents want their young children to master necessary academic skills, so they will 
not fall behind, and do not similarly value play as a means of learning (Dockett, 2011).   
As I will describe in this chapter and more fully explore in Chapter 6, play-based learning 
has replaced unstructured free play and fantasy play.  In addition, the nature of play is changing, 
as children engage with popular culture and a range of new technologies (Waller, Sandseter, 
Wyver, Ärlemalm-Hagsér, & Maynard, 2010).  Television viewing and computer use, which 
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have increased substantially and created what has been called “high tech” childhood, also have 
significance for how children play (Miller & Anlon, 2009).   
The disappearance of children’s play has implications for children’s play culture.  
Kjørholt (2011) explains, “Childhood is thought of as a domain in which children’s own 
authentic culture unfolds and can be understood relatively independently of adulthood.  
Researchers in this field [Critical Childhood Studies] have been concerned for the danger that 
traditional play culture made by children should disappear.”  Distinct from the worry that 
childhood culture (as an experience apart from and independent of adult culture) is disappearing, 
anthropologist Sharon Stephens (1995) suggests that the loss of play for our children is directly 
related to changing constructions of childhood.  The way adults understand children, what we 
think children do, need to do, want to do, etc. has far-reaching implications that range from child 
rearing practices to social policy regarding children.  My research and experience suggests that 
the loss of play in society and schooling reflects a particular—and very recent—construction of 
childhood that informs and is informed by early childhood educational practices and policy.  So, 
my concern is not simply the loss of play but how constructions of childhood are shifting in ways 
that make children’s activities and how they make sense of their experiences invisible.   
 
Inadequate Definitions of Play 
 
 Play is understood as an essential part of being a child and has been explored across 
many disciplines, including history (Aries, 1962; Huizinga, 1955) psychology (Isaacs, 1933; 
Winnicott, 1971; Vygotsky 1967; Rogoff, 2003), anthropology (Mead, 1928; Bateson, 1956; 
Schwartzman, 1979; Sutton-Smith, 1971), and sociology (Corsaro, 2005; Alanen, 2011.  
Anthropology of play scholar Brian Sutton-Smith (2008) acknowledges that researchers from a 
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variety of fields have examined play and have been unable to define or conceptualize it.  He 
writes, “Some study the body, some study behavior, some study thinking, some study groups or 
individuals, some study experience, some study language and they all use the word play for quite 
different things” (p. 6).  Moyles (2005) asserts, “Grappling with the concept of play is analogous 
to trying to seize bubbles, for every time there appears to be something to hold on to, its 
ephemeral nature disallows it being grasped” (as cited in Santer, Griffiths, & Goodall, 2007, p. 
26). 
 Dutch historian Johan Huizinga (1955) agrees that play is difficult to theorize because it 
“is not susceptible of exact definition whether logically, biologically or aesthetically” (p. 2). He 
reflects on the limits of traditional theories of play and argues that “Most of them only deal 
incidentally with the question of what play is in itself and what it means for the player” (p. 2). 
Pediatrician and psychologist D. W. Winnicott (1971) explores the importance of play in relation 
to the mental wellbeing of children, noting, “Cultural experience begins with creative living first 
manifested in play” (p. 100).  He identifies play as the first way by which children make cultural 
meaning, arguing that “It is in playing, and only in playing, that the individual child or adult is 
able to be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the 
individual discovers the self” (p. 54).  Anthropologist Helen Schwartzman (1978) describes play 
as a transformative act in which children “learn how to be sensitive to the effects and contexts 
and importance of relationships; they develop the capacity to adopt an ‘as if’ set of assumptions 
towards objects, actions, persons, and situations; and they continually explore the possibilities of 
interpretation and reinterpretation and with this the creation of new possibilities” (p. 328). 
 Despite varying approaches to understanding play in ways that highlight its individual, 
social, and cultural implications, within early childhood education play is understood only from a 
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developmental perspective.  Before I go further, I want to note that there are many types of play 
recognized with a developmental perspective.  The Institute of Play, for example, identifies 
attunement play, social play, body play–movement, object play, imaginative and pretend play, 
story-telling narrative play, and transformative–integrative play (Brown & Vaughn, 2009).  
Fantasy or imaginary play, which is sometimes referred to as socio-dramatic play, is my interest.  
In the early childhood context, a generally accepted understanding of fantasy play is that it is 
characterized by six play elements: imitative role-play, make believe in regard to objects, make 
believe in regard to actions and situations, persistence, interaction of two or more players, and 
verbal communication (Smilansky, 1971 p. 42).  
 
Developmental Theories of Play in Early Childhood Education 
 
Cognitive Constructivist Play 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget created the most widely held and used developmental 
framework for young children’s play (Schwartzman, 1979).  Piaget understands play as a means 
of taking information from the outside world and adapting the information to already developed 
systems of understanding (Saracho & Spodek, 1998).  Piaget posits that new experiences 
challenge an individual child’s concept of how the world works, which creates cognitive 
anomalies and intellectual tensions that Piaget suggests are resolved through the processes of 
assimilation and accommodation.  In Play dreams and imitation, Piaget defines play as 
“assimilation, or the primacy of assimilation over accommodation” (1951, p. 87).  
 Piaget was primarily concerned with the “logical, mathematical and scientific thinking 
aimed to establish the relationship between biological and cognitive development (Wood & 
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Attfield, 1996, p. 39).  Piaget’s understanding of play relates only to the development of 
intelligence in the child (Schwartzman, 1979).  He created a developmental sequence in which 
the stages of play are aligned with levels of cognitive development, and argued that play stages 
are universal and all children can be expected to pass through them.  The first cognitive stage is 
sensorimotor, which Piaget relates to practice play of newly mastered motor abilities such as 
putting a doll in a basket repeatedly; this stage extends from six months to age two.  The second 
cognitive stage is what Piaget calls preoperational; this stage, which is characterized by 
symbolic play such as fantasy, imaginary play, extends from age two to six.  The last cognitive 
stage Piaget outlines is the concrete operational stage, which corresponds to games with rules 
(e.g., checkers) and extends from age six to twelve (Schwartzman, 1979, p. 53).  
 In 1966, anthropologist and folklorist Brian Sutton-Smith challenged Piaget’s view of 
play as purely cognitive.  Sutton-Smith, asserting that Piaget was unable to account for play and 
therefore reduced it to a function of cognition, faults Piaget’s focus on the way “play corresponds 
with adaptive cognitive structures at various age levels rather than on the structural uniqueness of 
particular play transformations” (as cited in Schwartzman 1979, p. 269).  Sutton-Smith contends 
that the unfortunate result of a Piagetian understanding of play is that imagination is believed to 
be less important than reason (Schwartzman, 1979).  This critique of the cognitive constructivist 
perspective is important, as it highlights an over-emphasis on children passing through stages 
with the goal of mastery into adult competence, which limits how we understand the full range of 
children’s experiences of both play and childhood (Corsaro, 2005, p. 16).  
 In addition, the linear hierarchical nature of Piaget’s stages, which focus on individual 
cognitive activity and assume that play originates as a solitary activity, allow teachers and 
researchers to neglect the social nature of children’s lives (Smolucha & Smolucha, 1998).  Since 
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there is no analysis of social context, a Piagetian approach does not allow for differences among 
children by class, racial group, or gender (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001).  
 
Socio-Cultural Play  
 Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1967) proposed his own theory of play and learning 
based on his belief that play builds higher order thought processes and mental structures through 
the use of signs and tools that promote language development (Saracho & Spodek, 1998).  
Vygotsky challenged Piagetian theories because they limit the meaning of play to an individual 
cognitive act, whereas he understood play as a social and relational activity (Corsaro, 2005).  In 
playing together, children construct imaginary situations in which meanings and perceptions 
have a “mediated” relationship (Vygotsky, 1978).  Nicolopoulou (1991) reminds us “the crucial 
insight behind Vygotsky’s theory of children’s play is his insistence on treating it as an 
essentially social activity, which means not only an interactive activity but also a cultural and 
imaginative one” (p. 139).  
 Vygotsky saw play to be the most important activity for preschoolers; he wrote, “In play 
a child is always above average age, above his daily behavior; in play it is as though he were a 
head taller than himself” (Vygotsky 1967 as cited in Rogoff, 2003, p. 298).  Vygotsky believed 
that play is crucial to cognitive development because the process of creating imaginary situations 
leads to the development of abstract thought (Schwartzman, 1979).  Vygotsky asserted that it is 
play that creates children’s zone of proximal development (Bodrova & Leong, 2011).  
  Vygotsky emphasized the importance of playing with rules and roles.  In characterizing 
play, Vygotsky stressed two interrelated components: the imaginary situation and the rules 
implicit in the imaginary situation (Nicolopoulou, 1991).  He felt that play is important in child 
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development because it “liberates the child from situational constraints,” and guides children to 
meaning.  Vygotsky suggested that, in play, children enjoy ignoring the ordinary uses of objects 
and actions so they might change them to imaginary meanings and situations (Rogoff, 2003).  In 
this way, objects and people are re-imagined and renamed, and transformed from their literal 
“selves” (Dyson & Genishi, 2009).  For Vygotsky, “real” play has three major features: 
“Children create an imaginary situation, take on and act out roles, and follow a set of rules 
determined by specific roles” (Vygotsky, 1978 as cited in Bodrova & Leong, 2003, p. 161).  One 
of my favorite examples of Vygotsky’s discussion of fantasy play is his analysis of two sisters 
aged 5 and 7 playing at being sisters:  
   The vital difference in play … is the child in playing tries to be a sister.  In life, the 
child behaves without thinking that she is her sister’s sister .... In the game of sisters 
playing at sisters, however, they are both concerned with displaying sisterhood; the fact 
that two sisters decided to play sisters makes them both acquire rules of behavior.  (I 
must always be a sister in relation to the other sister in the play situation.)  Only actions, 
which fit these rules, are acceptable to the play situation …. What passes unnoticed by 
the child in real life becomes a rule of behavior I play.  (Vygotsky, 1966 as cited in 
Schwartzman, 1979, p. 274)  
 
This socio-cultural perspective values play as a means of socialization.  Rogoff (2003) explains, 
“When children play, they often emulate adult and other community roles that they observe, they 
experiment with and practice social roles in which they may later participate or that complement 
their current roles (e.g. playing mother and father or playing teacher)” (p. 299).  For Vygotsky, 
children’s participation in cultural and societal activities, including play, enables them to learn 
the social tools available for their own learning (Rogoff, 2003).  This perspective and 
understanding of fantasy play are beautifully captured by Nicolopoulou (1997a), as she reminds 
us that socio-cultural theory is ultimately concerned with cognition: “In a Vygotskyian sense 
play is a learning activity; it gives the child a new impetus for learning about the world, as well 
as helping him or her develop new powers to do so” (p.198).  This socio-cultural perspective 
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shares with developmental research an orientation in which the child is not valued for what/who 
s/he is, but rather as someone who is becoming and in process.  Though his theories are much 
more sensitive to cultural context, Vygotsky does still see children as developing within stage 
theories of development; he does limit play to a cognitive act.   
 When children and childhoods are explored through the dominant stage theories of 
cognitive constructivist play and socio-cultural play, I argue that something is lost.  Chapter 3 
will therefore introduce Critical Childhood Studies, a lens that allows us to critique these 
dominant developmental notions and see a fuller, more complex, richer picture of children and 





Critical Childhood Studies: Constructions of Childhood and Definitions of Play 
 
In the last 30 years, a new paradigm grounded in the anthropology and sociology of 
childhood emerged as a means of exploring the social construction of childhood.  Through this 
paradigm, Critical Childhood Studies sociologists Allison James and Adrian James state, 
“childhood cannot be regarded as an unproblematic descriptor of a natural biological phase.  
Rather, the idea of childhood must be seen as a particular cultural phrasing of the early part of 
the life course, historically and politically contingent and subject to change” (2008, p. 13).  
Childhood Studies thus rejects the essentialism and universalism of developmentalism, noting 
that “what has long been ‘hidden’ and naturalized in children’s lives now become visible as 
socially and historically constructed, and therefore always also political” (Alanen, 2011).  James 
and James (2008) assert that childhood cannot be understood through “a single epistemological 
or disciplinary perspective: complex phenomena require interdisciplinary study, so the study of 
childhood must be understood as a multi- and interdisciplinary activity” (p. 26).  This chapter 
will explore how childhoods are constructed, and present Critical Childhood Studies as an inter-
disciplinary lens that allows us to better understand and situate children and the experience of 
childhood. 
 
Childhood as a Historically Based Concept 
 
 The work of French historian Philippe Aries (1962) helped begin this interdisciplinary 
exploration.  Aries studied the concept of childhood through iconography and analysis of various 
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historical documents and institutions of Europe (Beatty, 1995; James, 2004).  He drew attention 
to the relativity of the concept of childhood throughout history and even suggested that history 
could period-grouped according to different views regarding childhood: “It is as if, to every 
period of history, there corresponds a privileged age and a particular division of human life: 
‘youth’ is the privileged age of the seventeenth century, ‘childhood’ of the nineteenth, 
‘adolescence’ of the twentieth century (Aries, 1962, p. 32).  Aries explained that during the 
Middle Ages in Europe, the concept of childhood did not exist; there was no awareness of 
childhood as being any different than adulthood, and children were therefore immersed in adult 
life and affairs.  
 A new concept of childhood that Aries (1962) described as being represented by 
“coddling” began in the 15th and 16th centuries, when children “on account of [their] sweetness, 
simplicity and drollery, became a source of amusement and relaxation for the adult” (p. 129).  
The 17th century marked another shift, influenced by the rise of Christianity, which represented 
“the beginning of a serious and realistic concept of childhood” (Aries, p. 132).  Churchmen of 
the 16th century and the moralists of the 17th century had both “become alive to the formerly 
neglected phenomenon of childhood, but they were unwilling to regard children as charming 
toys, for they saw them as fragile creatures of God who needed to be both safeguarded and 
reformed” (Aries, p. 133).  During this period, according to Aries, “It was recognized that the 
child was not ready for life and that he had to be subjected to a special treatment, a sort of 
quarantine, before he was allowed to join the adults” (p. 412).  Based on Aries’ research, Beatty 
(1995) argues that it was this period of European history that created the “ideological origins of 
the American preschool movement . . . from this ferment came new ideas of education, including 
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the notion that young children could benefit from education outside the home and needed to be 
educated differently from older children” (p. 1). 
Aries’ (1962) also extended his analysis to include the influence of institutional 
structures.  He wrote about the impact of other institutions on the concept of childhood: 
   Family and school together removed the child from adult society.  The school shut up a 
childhood, which hitherto had been free within an increasingly severe disciplinary 
system, which culminated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the total 
claustration of the boarding school.  The solicitude of family, Church, moralists and 
administrators deprived the child of the freedom he had hitherto enjoyed among adults.  It 
inflicted on him the birch, the prison cell – in a word, the punishments usually reserved 
for convicts from the lowest strata of society.  But this severity was the expression of a 
very different feeling from the old indifference: an obsessive love, which was to 
dominate society from the eighteenth century on.  (Aries, 1962, p. 413) 
 
The paradox that Aries presents is striking.  He is making the claim that societal influences 
related to family, religion, and economics led to the creation a new construction of childhood 
that developed from a sense of love and protection, although it ultimately limited the freedom of 
children.  I will return to this point when I present the paradox of the concept of “child-
centeredness” in Chapter 6, which I argue also stems from various social–institutional influences, 
limits children’s freedom, and is done with the impression of being in the best interest of, and for 
the well-being and freedom of, the child. 
 
How Economic Factors Shape the Concept of Childhood 
 
In addition to bringing attention to how constructions of childhood are historically based 
and shaped by institutions of family, church, and school, Aries (1962) highlighted the role of the 
economy in shaping concepts of childhood.  For example, he argued that it was due to economic 
reality that poor children were viewed as not in need of education; they were seen instead as a 
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valuable and necessary manual labor force.  To put this another way, Aries contended that 
change within the labor market and resultant class-based changes related to the institution of 
schooling influenced the construction of childhood that now exists.  I similarly assert that 
constructions of childhood are inevitably informed by societal and economic discourses, in 
exploring children’s play, we are also exploring the social, historical, and cultural institutions 
that shape children’s play.  Ailwood (2003) explains the richness and depth of studies that 
employ such a lens: “Play in early childhood education forms a significant nodal point of which 
understandings and discourses of childhood, motherhood, education, family, psychology and 
citizenship coagulate and collide” (p. 286).   
 Having touched on how economic realities influence the ways that childhood is 
constructed, I now aim to broaden this conversation.  Jean Anyon (1981) found that distinct class 
based concepts of knowledge from both students and teachers were reflected in instructional and 
schooling practices in her research of five elementary schools of varied social class.  Annette 
Lareau (2003) found specific child rearing styles based on economic class in a study comparing 
the child rearing practices of working and middle class black and white families.   
 Sally Lubeck and Adrie Kusserow are two other researchers who focus on the 
intersections of class based instructional practices and child rearing practices in preschool 
settings.  In Sandbox society, Lubeck (1985) conducts a comparative ethnographic study between 
a predominantly black low income Head Start class and a white middle class private preschool.  
In the private preschool Lubeck found that productivity and individuality were encouraged, and 
teachers used “indirect directives” to communicate with children.  In comparison, the Head Start 
teachers encouraged obedience and group membership, and “adult directives” were most 
frequently used to communicate with children.  Kusserow (2004) similarly examines child 
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rearing and school practices based on economic class through the lens of “individualism.”  She 
asserts that there is a class culture of individualism in the United States, and that it is through 
teachers’ socialization of pre-school children that children “adopt” it.  In upper middle class 
contexts, there is a psychologized individualism of feelings, rights, and uniqueness, which 
Kusserow termed “soft individualism.”  Lower class schools enact a non-psychologized or “hard 
individualism,” which encourages self-reliance and resilience in children.   
 I contend that embedded in the class based instructional and child rearing practices that 
these scholars have examined, can be found a specific way that all of these parents and teachers 
understand children—an implicit construction of childhood.  These constructions are discussed 
in detail in Chapter 6, which unpacks the discourses of “child-centeredness” and the 
constructions of childhood from which this discourse emerges.    
 
Children as Social Actors 
 
 The final tenet of Critical Childhood Studies that I will present is the idea of children as 
social actors. Critical Childhood Studies sees children both as individuals who participate in the 
social world and as members of a social category defined by particular social, historical, and 
ideological processes (James, 2004), bringing attention to the role children themselves possess in 
shaping their own social world.  James and Prout (1990) write, “Children must be seen as 
actively involved in the construction of their own social lives, the lives around them and the 
societies in which they live.  They can no longer be regarded as simply the passive subjects of 
structural determinations” (p. 4).  In applying Critical Childhood Studies to explore children’s 
play, sociologist William Corsaro (2005) suggests the idea of “interpretive reproduction”:  
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   The term reproduction captures the idea that children are not simply internalizing 
society and culture, but are actively contributing to cultural production and change.  The 
term also implies that children are, by their very participation in society, constrained by 
the existing social structure and by societal reproduction.  (p. 19)  
 
Socio-cultural theories with an emphasis on imitation and socialization contrast with Critical 
Childhood Studies, which sees children as being equally producers of and produced by society.  
A Childhood Studies lens allows play to be a “creative social action” and a medium for cultural 
reproduction (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, p. 99).  I believe that Critical Childhood Studies is a 
necessary lens to understand the meaning of young children’s play.  
 
Critical Childhood Studies: Childhood in a Global Market Context 
 
Critical Childhood Studies recognizes that each culture defines childhood in terms of its 
own set of meanings.  Stephens (1995) takes this analysis further by focusing on how modern 
globalization has impacted the concept of childhood.  She calls on child researchers to focus on 
the experience of children from the larger social macro-perspectives of political economy.  
Rather than only acknowledging the social dynamics within children’s cultures, Stephens argues 
that it is necessary to explore processes of the globalized political economy, such as global media 
and consumerism, that impose on children’s cultures. 
 Norwegian scholar Anne Trine Kjørholt explores the influence of global media in 
children’s play.  Days after 9/11, children in her Norwegian neighborhood were playing in the 
woods and built a hut with a sign that read “Ligg unna! [Stay away!] Osma Bin Laden rules!!”  
Kjørholt (2011) explains, 
   Children’s play and social practices with peers in their local environment may mirror 
dramatic events in the global society.  However, the “Bin Laden-hut” is an example of 
how children in play transform such occurrences – often scary and extreme – into cultural 
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emblems that are used to load physical places with social and cultural meaning. . . . 
“Traditional cultures,” social practices of everyday life, as well as local notions of 
childhood and what it means to be child, are in continuous transformation.   
 
Kjørholt’s account is important, as it speaks to the political and global aspects of children’s play 
that are often ignored.  In addition, the transformation of the political event in this example of 
play exemplifies Corsaro’s (2005) concept of cultural (re)production.  Children certainly take in 
cultural messages, but they also create their own messages as they participate in and respond to 
their environment with other children and with adults.  
 The process of consumerism through the “commodification of children’s games and toys 
and in the marketing of play” is another effect of the globalized political economy that impacts 
children (Aird, 2004, p. 34).  Sociologist Norman Denzin (1987) writes, “If children are social, 
cultural, political and historical products, it can also be argued that they are economic products 
(p. 19).  In this sense, children are not only agents negotiating culture, they are powerful cultural 
consumers.  Aird (2004) notes, “Since the early 1980s, children have become a major target for 
businesses seeking to maximize the sales of their goods and services” (p. 141).  In exploring 
commodification in play, we see the development of children’s agency and voice in the context 
of advertising and marketing practices (Aird, 2004).  Dan Cook (2011) points to the necessity of 
understanding children as social actors in the context of consumerism.  Although children might 
be powerless in many aspects of social life, they possess powerful influence as consumers.  
The framing of children as consumers is part of a larger construction of childhood that 
recognizes children’s economic agency.  
 Professor of Communications Ellen Seiter sheds light on how media consumption and 
consumerism relate to the early childhood teacher’s construction of childhood.  Seiter (1999) 
conducted case studies of different childcare centers that ranged from a predominately white 
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middle class private Montessori preschool to a family-run daycare for low income black 
children, to examine “policies, practices and concerns about media in the pre-school 
environment” (p. 58).  In the middle class childcare centers Seiter found media practices 
connected to the censorship of popular media being used as a way to “produce status difference” 
(p. 60).  For example, in the Montessori preschool television viewing was discouraged at home 
as well as at school; watching television was considered a passive activity and negatively 
associated with consumerism.  Television talk, television play, and clothing that featured media 
characters were not allowed in this classroom.  Seiter argues that when teachers take on the role 
of protecting and sheltering children from popular media they embrace a “romantic view of the 
innocence of children . . . masked by the discourse of Piagetian cognitive development (p. 68).  
Seiter points to a contradiction: in many middle class classrooms, although there is an “objection 
to the commercialization of childhood . . . classrooms are, in some ways, more invested in 
consumer goods and dependent on high ticket items such as computers, CD-ROMs, educational 
materials, and books” (p. 88).  Seiter’s analysis thus uncovers the linkages between children’s 
class based practices of consumerism and media consumption, child rearing practices, and 
schooling practices.   
 
Rethinking Play through the Lens of Critical Childhood Studies:  
Implications for Studies of Early Childhood Education 
 
As described, Critical Childhood Studies is a paradigm shift from understanding 
childhood in terms of an individual child’s development to the idea of childhood contexts that 
are culturally, socially, and politically constructed.  Embracing the rich social worlds of children 
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and viewing them as competent social actors has implications for understanding the role of play 
in the early childhood classroom.  Teacher Vivian Gussin Paley and researcher Marjorie Orellana 
illustrate this shift in their embrace of the concept of play as “creative social action,” as 
suggested by James, Jenks, and Prout (1998).  Paley and Orellana are interested in the play itself 
from the perspective of the players, the children.  They are concerned not with how play 
indicates cognitive mastery or socialization processes, but with the rich opportunities to find out 
about children through their play activities.  In the book Translating childhoods, Orellana (2009) 
situates play as a context in her ethnographic research with bilingual preschoolers.  In a 
subsequent paper, Orellana (2011) reflects on the usefulness of play as a context to understand 
how children participate and respond to their environment with other children and adults:  
   It was in their independent play that I got the greatest insights into how they were 
making sense of the adult-defined world.  It also allowed me to see children as consumers 
of the cultures they were immersed in, as well as their attempts to rework that culture, 




Play as Curriculum 
 Paley, an early childhood teacher for over 30 years, observed children playing and 
captured their stories.  Paley understands play to be at the center of young children’s lives and 
therefore of the classroom and early childhood curriculum.  She describes fantasy play as the 
child’s “curriculum in its natural form” (2004), and writes that children turn to fantasy play to 
explore “nothing less than truth and life.”  Though there is a lack of critical theory in her work, 
Paley’s scholarship is inspiring to all who want to understand the play of young children, 
including parents, teachers, and researchers. 
 For Paley (1981), children’s storytelling is an extension of their play.  She focuses on 
unstructured fantasy play and then transforms this play into storytelling/story acting.  She 
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describes fantasy play as “story playing” and storytelling as “play put into narrative form” 
(Cooper, 2009).  In her classroom during “choice time,” she takes dictation from children at the 
story table.  Later in the day, each of these stories is read aloud to the whole class, while the 
child/author and other children act out the story (Nicolopoulou, 1997b).  Paley (1988) found 
fantasy, friendship, and fairness to be reoccurring themes in the play and stories of the students; 
she writes, “Themes from fairy tales and television cartoons combined with social commentary 
and private fantasy to form a tangible script” (p. 12).   
Looking at the narratives Paley collects, sociocultural developmental psychologist 
Ageleki Nicolopoulou (1997b) points out Paley’s interest in the formation of children’s identities 
and how they engage in the social life of the classroom.  Dyson (1997) argues that the 
importance of Paley’s teaching is in the “pretend identities” (as cited by Edmiston, 2011 children 
take on in fantasy play and the potential of these pretend identities to affect children’s everyday 
identities.  In Paley’s classroom fantasy play allows children to try out different “possible selves” 
(Marcus & Nurius, 1986 as cited by Edmiston, 2011), and over time the children inevitably 
author different possible identities.  
 Reflecting on her own evolution as a teacher understanding play, Paley (2004) writes, “I 
could see that the children’s play promoted a long list of social, emotional, verbal and physical 
skills that could be reported in a fairly straightforward manner.  However, I skipped over the end 
result, a phenomenon” (p. 16).  Paley is expressing a common experience for early childhood 
teachers, seeing play from a limited lens, ignoring how children themselves experience play and 
use play within the classroom.  Teachers are trained to see and understand play only through 
developmental theories.  Sutton-Smith (1971) articulates this same sentiment when he advocates 
that “play be recognized as having a qualitative character in its own right and be studied as such.  
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This is not to argue that there are not many uses that play has, including cognitive.  It is to argue 
against our adult-centric tendency to reduce the structure of play to other structures” (p. 24). 
 One key contribution of Paley’s work is that it disproves the notion of children being 
unaware of racial and ethnic differences.  Cooper (2009) asserts, “Her work upends many long-
held practices in early childhood education that . . . permit racism, sexism, unfairness and 
exclusion to go unchecked . . . such a charge is rarely associated with early childhood education” 
(p. 8).  Nonetheless, I contend that the absence of an analysis of power and identity or any direct 
reference to theory within children’s play limits the usefulness of Paley’s accounts to challenge 
the developmental ways of understanding children. 
 
Play as a Right 
The relationship that Critical Childhood Studies has with the larger discourse of 
children’s rights is a question being explored by several scholars within the field (Alanen, 2011).  
In response to the disappearance of play, some scholars have advocated the idea of play as a 
right.  The emergence of Critical Childhood Studies and the children’s rights movement occurred 
simultaneously in the late 1980s.  James (2004), points out that during this period of time, when 
sociologists and anthropologists of childhood began “to engage with questions concerning 
children’s own cultural worlds and ideas and their agency, role and status in society, social-
policy and legal specialists became focused on the possibilities for children’s citizenship and 
new opportunities for their participation” (p. 29).  In Europe, children’s rights discourse is much 
stronger and more directly connected to policies concerning children than it is in other regions of 
the world.  One reason is the United Nations ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child:   
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   The Convention on the Rights of the Child is the first legally binding international 
instrument to incorporate the full range of human rights—civil, cultural, economic, 
political and social rights. In 1989, world leaders decided that children needed a special 
convention just for them because people under 18 years old often need special care and 
protection that adults do not. The leaders also wanted to make sure that the world 
recognized that children have human rights too. (UNCIEF, 1989)   
 
All countries represented in the United Nations except the United States and Somalia have 
adopted this Convention.   
 Alanen (2011) raises concern over the relationship between these two fields: “Despite the 
common ground shared between the two disciplines of Childhood Studies and children’s rights, 
little dialogue and collaboration has taken place between them.”  She challenges scholars, saying 
that in order for the field of Childhood Studies to grow, “steps need to be taken for generating a 
better understanding of what thinking in terms of rights means, generally and in the case of 
children, and further how the particular mode of rights-thinking relates to the standard starting 
points and conceptual frameworks used in Childhood Studies.”  
 Understanding play as a natural (universal) right is problematic, as it imposes a Western 
notion of play in an international context where it is often inapplicable due to social and 
structural differences.  I have similarly critiqued dominant theories of child development; these 
theories create “universal” ideas about the role of play and how play helps children, establishing 
“norms” about play that function to serve children from the global north while framing as 
deficient children from the global south who do not meet these “norms.”  Roopnarine, Johnson, 
and Hooper (1994) state, “Taxonomies of play forms and discussions of the significance of play 
have typically been based on studies of western children and have assumed a global orientation 
(p. 4).”  When certain types of play are imposed on other cultures, it becomes clear that we are 
imposing white middle class values, according to Hughes (1990 as cited in Marfo & Bierstseker, 
2011).  Amita Gupta (2011) similarly asserts, “cultural differences across nations and 
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communities make it difficult to construct a single definition of play that can be universally 
applied” (p. 86).  
Marfo and Biersteker (2011) encourage us to see play as a “culturally defined construct, 
as exemplified by wide variations in the nature of play across cultures.  These variations, in turn, 
emanate from the different mores, values systems, and traditions that define play within cultures 
and from characteristics of the material environments that determine the forms of objects and 
routines associated with play” (p. 74).  For example, the Western concept of a work/play binary 
counters norms in Africa, where play and work are often not seen as separate and “a great deal of 
the children’s play occurs in the context of work and chores” (Marfo & Biersteker, 2011, p. 74).  
Katz (1986) explains, based on her research in Sudan, “One of the most striking aspects of the 
children’s lives was the fusion between the activities of work, play and learning, in time, space 
and meaning” (as cited in Marfo & Biersteker, 2011, p. 76). 
 
Rhetorics of Play 
I began by asserting that most contemporary educational play theories lack an 
understanding of the essence of play (Rogers, 2011).  Sutton-Smith (1997) was very helpful in 
creating a way to think about play organized around “cultural rhetorics.”  Sutton-Smith uses the 
term “rhetorics” to describe ways we think and organize cultural meaning.  Essentially, these are 
the discourses that shape how we understand play.  Sutton-Smith writes, “Play rhetorics are part 
of the multiple broad symbolic systems – political, religious, social and educational – through 
which we construct the meanings of the cultures in which we live” (p. 9).  Sutton-Smith outlines 
seven rhetorics of play: progress, fate, power, identity, imagination, self, and frivolity.  For the 
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purposes of this study, I branch out from this framework to re-theorize play to focus on the 
rhetorics of progress, power, and identity in the play of young children.    
  Sutton-Smith (2008) places Piaget and Vygotsky’s dominant developmental theories, 
which frame play as a means of children’s socialization and cognitive growth, under the rhetoric 
of progress; the rhetoric of progress understands children to be different than adults but 
progressing toward the adult ideal.  Sutton-Smith asserts that the rhetoric of power and identity 
are given little attention and are overlooked in their application to young children: “Generally the 
focus in the rhetoric of progress has tended to obscure the time that children give their own 
affairs of power.  Perhaps the adult progress rhetoric has actually disguised the understanding of 
what childhood is about as a means of maintaining adult power over children” (p. 111).  Sutton-
Smith uses the work of sociologists Denzin (1977), Corsaro (1985), and Thorne (1993) to 
examine how children use play to create independent play culture that is separate from adult 




Sutton-Smith’s rhetoric of play as power and identity is a tool to challenge the prevailing 
dominant discourse of play in early childhood, which promotes play as “pedagogizing” and loses 
sight of the inherent, life-enhancing qualities of play (Rogers, 2010).  Rogers and Evans (2008) 
characterize play in school as having been “hijacked for the purpose of delivering a subject-
based curriculum where the demand is to produce tangible outcomes and justifications for its 
place in the curriculum” (p. 16).  Yeu (2011) asserts that when we concentrate only on the 
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“educational” values of play, which lie outside of play, we overlook many important aspects that 
lie inside children’s play.   
 Rogers (2011) advocates the negotiation of physical and conceptual “space,” for children 
and teachers to explore “identities and desires, and consider questions of voice and power in the 
classroom” (p. 15).  She promotes the creation of a play pedagogy that embraces the “values of 
play from the children’s perspectives, as a powerful context for understanding emerging and 
shifting subjectivities with classroom relationships” (p. 15).  Framing play in relation to a broad 
interpretation of children’s social formation, rather than attempting to make it fit an educational 
agenda, may be the way to resolve the conflicts of interest that surround play (Alexander, 2008 
as cited in Rogers, 2011). 
 This chapter has explored how, through a Critical Childhood Studies lens, play becomes 
a valuable way to better understand the experience of children and to explore the institutional 
and structural forces that shape childhood.  I have presented how Critical Childhood Studies is 
useful in understanding children and childhood as historically, politically, and culturally situated; 
influenced and shaped by societal structures; and frames children as social actors who are shaped 
and shaping their social and cultural worlds.  Chapter 4 builds on this framework with a 
theoretical overview of two specific concepts that are central to Critical Childhood Studies: 





 Theoretical Underpinnings: The Concepts of Interdependency and Agency 
 
 
In the previous chapter I explored the richness, complexity, and depth of the social lives 
of children and the experience of childhood that is revealed in examining young children’s 
fantasy play in early childhood classrooms through a Critical Childhood Studies lens.  As I 
watched children’s fantasy play episodes and played with the children myself, it became very 
apparent that children’s play is, foremost, a form of social agency, and it does not take place in a 
separate children’s culture but is interdependent with adult relationships and within adult social 
structures.  Interdependency and agency are tenets of Critical Childhood Studies that emerge as 
central ideas and must be understood in greater detail to make meaning of children’s fantasy 
play.   
 Conceptually, interdependence and interconnectedness are fundamental to how I  
frame the experience of young children.  These ideas have been central in the theoretical, 
methodological, and analytical aspects of this research project.  I use the concept of 
interdependency to challenge simplistic child–adult dichotomous thinking with a more holistic 
view that situates the ways that children and adults are connected and living and working 
together within families, schools, and communities.  I find that the relationship between adults 
and children is not problematized in early childhood classrooms.  Instead, relationships have 
been reduced by the stage theories of development, which limit adults to seeing children not as 
“being,” but rather as “becoming” rational adults.  The concept of agency has been equally 
important, as I explore how children utilize play to negotiate, resist, comply, and influence their 
social and cultural worlds.  When I discuss agency, I am referring to the capacity of children as 
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actors and agents, “children’s ability not only to have some control over the direction their lives 
take but also, importantly, to play some part in the changes that take place in society (James, 
James, 2008, p. 9).  In this way, children are not seen as passive subjects of social structures and 
processes (James & Prout, 1990).  
 I present the view that children’s agency and child–adult interdependence are deeply 
interwoven, with children and adults influencing, shaping, and informing each other.  I define 
and utilize interdependence in a way that highlights children’s agency not only in interactions 
and relations within an isolated play culture but children’s agency with adults and within adult 
social structures.  I also define and utilize agency in a way that does not look at children only as 
actors in an individualistic manner or in terms that are limited to children’s culture, but also 
accounts for the ways that children are agents exercising collective and collaborative forms of 
agency within adult structures (Mayall, 2002).  My objective in this chapter is to place the 
concepts of agency and interdependency in conversation with each other to theorize children’s 
fantasy play within the early childhood classroom.  I first situate these concepts in the larger 
interdisciplinary field of Critical Childhood Studies and then discuss how these concepts—as 
well as theories of post-structuralism, feminist theory and race theory—are used by scholars to 




The concept of interdependency was developed from the Critical Childhood Studies field 
within conversations of children’s rights, citizenship, and participation, with the goal of better 
understanding adult and child relationships.  Discussing citizenship, Cockburn (1998) asserts that 
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independence is an imagined idea, in most cultures autonomy is constrained and shaped by 
circumstances of living in community and relationship, adults and children live within a bond of 
social interconnectedness.  Examining child–adult relationships through this concept of 
interdependency allows one to question complexities within these relations and prevents broad-
stroke thinking about adults solely as protectors and children solely as innocent, vulnerable, and 
in need of protection.  Roche (1999) extends this sentiment when he writes about the importance 
of seeing “the interconnectedness of our lives as adults, parents and children and no longer 
seeing the relationships between adults and children as naturally and necessarily hierarchic” (p. 
485).  Vital to this conceptualization is the awareness and acknowledgment that children are 
affected by economic, social, and political institutional forces, just as adults are, and children 
exhibit agency and “contribute . . . to domestic and national economies and interpersonal 
relationships, in homes, schools and businesses” (Alderson, 2010; Morrow, 1999; Qvortrup, 
2008 as cited by Larkins, 2013, p. 8).  In thinking about interdependency I am drawn to Prout’s 
(2005) suggestion that it is time to “include the excluded middle between the dichotomies of child 
and adult” (p. 69) and to “see whether and how different versions of child to adult emerge for the 
complex interplay, networking or orchestration of different natural, discursive, collective and 
hybrid materials” (as cited in Johansson, 2011, p. 104).  Prout calls attention to the many 
different versions of children in relationship to adults that can occur if we go beyond seeing only 
a hierarchical relationship in terms of dependency.   
 
Interdependency and Children as a Social Category 
A basic premise of interdependency as it is being used by Critical Childhood Studies is 
the idea that children should be situated as a social category that is distinct yet connected to 
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adults.  Munoz (2006) explains, “Two generational categories children and adults are produced   
… connected and interdependent because one category cannot exist without the other and what 
each category is also depends on its relation with the other as a change in one of them would be 
linked to a change in the other” (p. 24).  Interdependency thus suggests that children and adults 
are defining themselves in relation to the other, and in so doing produce and reproduce 
themselves and the other as distinct social categories.  Within this schema, a focus is on what it 
means for children to do childhood and for adults to do adulthood, and to critically examine the 
co-construction of these two social categories. 
  
Interdependency and Intersectional Analysis 
 Another key element in the way interdependency is framed within Critical Childhood 
Studies is that it encourages an intersectional analysis.3  A child is seen as a member of a social 
category of children, with the understanding that childhoods are not all the same but 
“simultaneously are gendered, classed and raced” (Alanen, 2011, p. 162).  Intersectional analysis 
allows children to be understood as belonging to multiple social categories that intersect and 
create varying degrees of oppression or power. 
 
Interdependency in Schools 
 Mayall (2002) asserts that understanding and exploring “relations between the social 
positions of childhood and adulthood . . . can be observed at their clearest in schools, where 
children identify themselves as a group which has to deal with the adult group” (p. 29).  The 
                                                        
3 Leena Alanen (2011, 2016) has been at the forefront questioning the role of intersectionality 
within the field of Critical Childhood Studies, asking how intersectionality can be used “as a 
concept, perspective (lens), method or even theory for the theoretical–conceptual advancement 
of childhood research” (Alanen, 2016, p. 158). 
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classroom becomes what Jans (2004) describes as a “relational space,” where children are 
participating social actors.  However, Jans acknowledges that relations between adults and 
children in the educational context can be puzzling, disorienting, and complex, because children 
rely on adults to take care of some of their basic needs but can also be perceived as self-sufficient 
and capable.  Jans (2004) urges:  
   Rather than cancelling out this ambivalence, it is appropriate to understand it as a social 
phenomenon proper to the growing up of children. . . .  Learning how to deal with this 
ambivalence is the challenge.  In this learning process both children and educators can 
manifest themselves as learning subjects.  Moreover, they are interdependent in this 
learning process.  (p. 34)   
 
What strikes me about Jans’ perspective is his framing of students and teachers as interdependent 
within the pedagogic relationship, which challenges very taken-for-granted ways of 
understanding teachers as authority figures within the classroom.   
 
Interdependency in Preschool: Interpretative Reproduction 
Sociologist William Corsaro has done foundational research exploring preschool 
children’s peer culture, which he frames in terms of interdependency between adults and 
children through the concept of “interpretive reproduction.”  Corsaro argues that children do 
not mimic adult culture but rather take features and apply them within their peer culture.  He 
explains, “Children become a part of adult culture – that is, they contribute to its reproduction – 
through their negotiations with adults and their creative production of a series of peer cultures with 
other children” (Corsaro, 1992, p. 169).  Corsaro has situated children’s culture as a collective 
process; the emphasis is placed on the activities of the peer group.  Interpretative reproduction 
presents children’s culture not as completely independent of adult culture but reproducing aspects 
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of it within children’s culture.  This approach allows children’s peer culture to be a site of cultural 
production and reproduction in the cultural and social worlds of children and adults.  
The idea of interpretive reproduction has been central to how I understand children’s 
play within an interdependent lens.  It is a helpful way to make sense of how children’s 
culture and adult culture are interconnected.  The distinction between Corsaro’s (1992) use of 
interdependency and how I utilize the concept is that Corsaro discusses children’s culture and 
adult culture in a binary sense, with children mimicking aspects of adult culture in a separate 
children’s play culture.  I insist that children’s play culture is not isolated or separate from 
adult culture.  In fact, I argue that a distinct children’s culture does not exist.  Corsaro writes 
about children responding to “adult culture”; lost in his analysis is/are the way/s that adults 
respond to “children’s culture.”  It has been my experience that notions of culture as being 
distinctly child and/or distinctly adult are inaccurate; both simultaneously shape, inform, 
produce, and reproduce themselves and the other.  Both children and adults co-exist in 




Agency, a central concept in Critical Childhood Studies, challenges the notion of 
socialization that dominates developmental understandings of children.  The issue of children’s 
agency is part of a larger ongoing discussion of agency and structure within the social sciences.  
However, the heart of this debate centers on the “extent to which individuals can act independent 
of the social structures, institutions and value systems that make up the societies in which they 




Micro and Macro Agency in Childhood 
 Although viewing children as active in the construction of their lives is foundational to 
Critical Childhood Studies, children’s agency has been framed in different ways within the field.  
Mayall (2002) highlights the difference between children as “actors” versus children as “agents.”  
She writes, “The actor is someone who does something, the agent is someone who does 
something with other people, and, in doing, makes things happen thereby contributing to wider 
processes of social and cultural reproduction” (James, 2009, p. 41).  The actor is framed in an 
individualist way and the agent is understood in a more collective sense.  The agent’s actions not 
only impact the actor, but also have larger social and cultural implications.  Looking at agency 
from perspective of actor and agent can also be thought of in terms of micro (relational) agency 
and macro (structural) agency.   
Wryness (1999) and Vandenbroeck and Bouverne-De Bie (2006) call for scholars to 
integrate these ways of understanding agency.  Vandenbroeck and Bouverne-De Bie argue that 
“Discourses on the macro level are connected to the intimacies of daily life” (p. 130), and make 
the parallel assertion that we need to “look at micro-interactions in connection to the social, 
economic and political embedding of these interactions” (p. 139).  Wryness (1999) writes, “It 
would probably be more productive to integrate both ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ approaches . . . in 
identifying the ways that children are both positioned by the constraints of family and social 
structures and at the same time create spaces within these structures that cannot always be 
anticipated from above” (p. 356). 
 I found Halldėn’s (2012) research on how children exercise agency in Swedish 
preschools classroom helpful in terms of understanding connections between micro and macro 
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agency.  Halldėn situates children, their caregivers, and teachers as relating to each other in an 
educational institutional structure, within which children’s agency is being exercised.  She insists 
that this situation “does not lead to seeing the individual child as controlled by an institution and, 
in that sense, as being institutionalized.  On the contrary we can acknowledge children’s agency 
and possibility to establish free zones and use institutional spaces for their own projects (p. 199).  
My findings also affirm that children find ways to exert their agency within adult-directed 
institutional structures such as schools.  My research takes this a step further to also explore the 
pedagogic and curricular practices that shape the ways and the degree to which children can 
exercise agency in these environments. 
 




 I use the tenets of Critical Childhood Studies to frame this research project; however, the 
contributions and ideas of Michel Foucault are a thread woven throughout the analysis.  Many 
scholars adopt aspects of Foucault’s post-structural framework to re-conceptualize mainstream 
developmentalist approaches to framing children, which is much in line with Foucault’s belief in 
the necessity of casting doubt on taken-for-granted assumptions.  Foucault’s (1970, 1972, 1980, 
1983) work questioning how knowledge production and power dynamics are related, “regimes of 
truth,” “mechanism and apparatus of production,” and his focus on examining both discourse and 
technique continue to be useful as I think about children’s play within early childhood 
classrooms.   
I also apply feminist perspectives (hooks, 1984; Noddings, 1984; Gilligan, 1982), as well 
as literary race theory (Morrison, 1993), sociological race theory (Collins, 1998; Omi & Winant, 
40 
 
1994), and critical race theory (Crenshaw, 1989; McCall, 2005).  These ways of understanding 
gender and race are shaped by understandings of power and oppression, alternative ways of 
knowing and being, inequality, and injustice.  I bring them to my analysis because they force me 
to see and to find a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the experiences of children and 




In this chapter, I presented the theoretical framework of this study, as well as the 
concepts of interdependency, agency, and play that frame my analysis.  Based on understandings 
of these concepts as outlined in this chapter, I have redefined play to capture the deepest possible 
understanding.  James, Jenks, & Prout (1998) define play as “creative social action.”  Building 
on this premise, I suggest that play is agentic social action between adults and children.  I see 
both agency and interdependency as elements of children’s play.  Theorizing play in this way 
illuminates the power of children’s play as it relates to adults and adult social structures, as well 
as agentic cultural, social, and political action.  With awareness of the interdependent 
relationships between adults and children, one can more deeply and accurately understand 
children’s play, as children respond and participate in their environment with other children.   
In Chapter 5 I will dive deeper into how and why interdependency as a methodological 




Chapter 5  




The Critical Childhood Studies concepts of interdependency and interconnectedness were 
formative to the theoretical framing of this ethnography.  What was unexpected was how all-
encompassing these ideas would become methodologically.  The concept of interdependency 
was central to how I positioned myself as a participant observer.  The intimacy and access that I 
was privy to within the children’s play, and the ways in which they brought me into their play, 
reflect the strength of an interdependent research relationship that I shared with children.  
Barbaro Johansson (2011) has written about the role of adults in childhood research through a 
framework featuring different ways that children position adults within the research relationship.  
Johansson’s understandings are vital to how I understand myself as a researcher within play 
ethnography; she writes of the “adult included in commonality” (p. 107).  While playing with 
children I was searching for ways to engage beyond the traditional research role.  Johansson 
describes a “less contained, more flexible and fluid position that allows the researcher and her or 
his informant to affect each other in new ways” (p. 107).  This methodological orientation 
enabled me to encourage children to reflect about their experience, which absolutely affected the 
type of play, interaction, and relationships within the classroom.  This relational approach 
allowed us as researcher and child to truly “affect each other in new ways” (Johansson, p. 107). 
Relational research subjectivity is a powerful methodological choice that must be further 
explored in childhood research; it allows for humanity, respect, and empowerment for both child 




I begin this chapter by reflecting on an incident in the field that shifted my 
methodological perspective and approach, then I outline the research design and analysis 
process.  I explain the complexities of situating myself as a researcher within play ethnography 
and the multi-layered intricacies of doing research with young children.  The chapter concludes 
with a brief profile of the site and children chosen for this study. 
 
Reflecting on Interdependency within Research Relationships 
 
 Entering the field, I had a clear idea of how I was going to approach joining the 
classroom play culture as a researcher.  My goal was to join the children’s play culture.  I was 
inspired by Davis’ (1989) exploration of gender identities within play in “Frogs and snails and 
feminist tales”; this passage particularly struck me:  
   How tricky it is as an adult to participate in this subtle, shifting, complex world of 
childhood relations.  Adults can be serious impediment to much of their play and so are 
not readily included.  On one occasion, however, when I had been hanging around the 
edges of their play I got caught up in that play as a useful outsider.  On this occasion, I 
was granted child-status as thus given the kind of play that adults do not normally have    
. . . finding myself in this way was an extraordinary experience of being in the child’s 
world as a child.  (p. 38) 
 
Although I intended to position myself as Davis describes above, my first day in the field forced 
me to deeply question this method and my motivation for thinking I could in fact join children’s 
culture.  I was sitting at a table looking at a manipulative toy that had been left out.  I was 
fiddling with a latch and a child in the room, Sawyer, came to join me and asked, “Why would 
you want to play with that?  You already know how to do that, you’re a grown-up.”  I had 
trouble finding words to respond, and before I could, he continued, “But do you want to play 
with me?”  So, here he was acknowledging that I was not a child, questioning why I would want 
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to do “childish” things, but he wanted to play with me nonetheless.  Again, this was my first day 
in the field.  I realized that although it was my intention to join the children’s play culture as 
Davis had experienced, to be a child or as close to a child as possible was not possible.  The 
children were very aware that I was not a child, and it was unrealistic and unreasonable for me to 
connect with them in this way.  I began to feel that this intention of joining children’s culture 
was undermining children’s capabilities, and even undermining me and my research goals.  I did 
not have any desire to pretend to be a child.  I wanted to engage with the children as the person I 
am, an adult and a researcher.  So, I consciously shifted my approach.  I no longer thought of 
joining children’s culture and decided that insight about how children interacted, related, and 
played with me was more important.  Although I learned the concept of interdependency more 
formally as I was analyzing data, my experience with Sawyer propelled me in this direction, 
though at the time I did not have the terminology for it.  Sawyer pushed me to ask myself 
methodological questions about how I position myself as an adult researcher of childhood.  
These questions would lead to and have profound theoretical implications as I explored the very 




 This research uses qualitative methods, which allowed me to explore context, meaning 
making, storytelling, and specific classroom and playground experiences of young children.  I 
orient my research in the interpretivist epistemological tradition, which is consistent with 




   Interpretivist argue that, rather than simply perceiving our particular social and material 
circumstances, each person continually makes sense of them within a cultural framework 
of socially constructed and shared meanings, and that or interpretations of the world 
influence our behavior in it.  Interpretivists believe that we continually create and re-
create our social world as a dynamic meaning system, that is, one that changes over time 
as we continually make sense of our circumstances, and of social and cultural institutions 
and products.  (p. 41)   
 
Specifically, I use ethnography as a means of describing and interpreting cultural behavior 
(Wolcott, 1987, p. 43).  Van Maanen (1988) embraces ethnography for how it takes on culture; 
he writes, “the value of ethnography . . . is found not in its analysis and interpretation of culture, 
but in its decision to examine culture in the first place; to conceptualize it, reflect on it, narrate it, 
and ultimately, to evaluate it (p. 140). 
I am reminded by James, Jenks, and Prout (1998) that the choice of methodology in 
children’s research carries with it implicit ideas about children; they write, “methodology bears 
witness to underlying ontological assumptions about the social world and children’s place in it” 
(p. 191).  In developing a research design, the methodological choices I make are related to how 
I understand the experience of childhood, which has both methodological and theoretical 
implications. 
 
Sampling: A Focal Child Approach 
 This quote by Graue and Walsh (1998) reflects my thoughts about the child participants 
in this study:  
   We must think of children differently than we have in previous dominant research 
paradigms.  Rather than sampling subjects to represent a population, we must be fiercely 
interested in individuals, particular individuals.  The focus on inquiry must become 
intensely local . . . the lens of research must zoom in to a shot of the situated child.  (p. 9) 
 
A focal child approach was an appropriate way to capture interactions, relationships, and 
behaviors in a naturalistic setting.  This method allowed me to gain a more “in-depth description 
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of individual children’s experiences, providing insight into how children interact with their 
teacher, environment, and the interactions between them” (Bargreen, 2011, p. 75). 
I selected three children to focus on their play, their profiles are outlined at the end of this 
chapter.  The classroom in which I conducted this research, which I will refer to as the “Rainbow 
Room,” is a multi-age class of children aged 3 to 5.  Research rooted in Critical Childhood 
Studies requires problematizing age and thinking in terms of the ways that “age” is socially 
created (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998).  I chose preschool children to capture their first 
experiences out of the home in an educational institution.  Fine and Sandstrom (1988) similarly 
explain, “The preschool period is a very exciting and compelling age because it represents the 




As a participant observer, I share the social world with the children I am studying.  “The 
researcher’s own social biography and relationship with the field constructs the ‘lens’ through 
which the researcher views the field” (Emond, 2005).  Participant observation in preschool 
includes engaging in, listening to, and watching the children’s culture and classroom life 
(Mayall, 2002). 
 Utilizing a focal child approach, I shadowed three children throughout their play 
activities to focus observations and stay with play episodes.  I spent three hours a day over a two-
month period in the class and observed at different times during the day to see the children in a 
variety of classroom contexts.  I quickly realized that the idea of shadowing children was a way 
to focus my attention, however, many of the play episodes took over the classroom.  They were 
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not contained spatially or relationally.  If you walked into the classroom you might inadvertently 
appear in a play episode.  Many of the richest play vignettes occurred when the children’s play 
took over the classroom.  My focus of one individual child often bumped up and got entangled in 
another focal child’s play.  In these cases, I was not shadowing as much as following the actual 
movement and momentum of the play episode.4  It was this realization that shifted my focus and 
unit of analysis from focal child to play episode.   
 My primary form of data is field notes.  Denzin explains the many elements that create 
meaningful field notes,  
   A thick description does more than record what a person is doing.  It goes beyond mere 
fact and surface appearances.  It presents details. Contexts, emotions and the webs of 
social relationships that join persons to one another.  Thick description evokes 
emotionality and self-feelings.  It inserts history into experience.  It establishes the 
significance of an experience or the sequence of events, for the person or persons in 
question.  In thick description, the voice feelings, actions and meanings of interacting 
individuals are heard. (Denzin, 1989, p. 83 as cited in Vasconcelos, 2001, p. 330) 
 
As I wrote field notes, I specifically looked within the discourses of power and unpacked 
identities in the children’s play to identify social processes and subjectivities related to 
racialized, gendered, and class based practices. 
I constructed written play vignettes from observations and audiotaped episodes of play 
for the reasons described by Erickson (1983):  
   In the fieldwork research report the narrative vignette has functions that are rhetorical, 
analytic and evidentiary . . . the concrete particulars of the events reported in the vignette 
instantiate the general analytic concepts (patterns of cultural and social organization) the 
author is using to organize the research report. (p. 150) 
 
                                                        
4 When I use the term “play episode” I refer to situations when children’s fantasy play 




Erickson writes of the complexity of creating narrative vignettes because, in writing, the 
researcher makes interpretative choices.  This speaks to the iterative process of ethnographic 
research, whereby aspects of the research process shape and inform other parts of the process 
(Luttrell, 2010). 
 Through natural discourse that arose as I participated in the life of the class, I engaged in 
what Mayall (2008) describes as “research conversation” with both children and teachers, to 
explore play episodes.  These research conversations were a way for children to explain and 
reflect on actions and feelings related to their play, as well as an opportunity for me to share data 
with teachers to discover the meanings they were attaching to the children’s play.  All such 
conversations with children and teachers were audiotaped.  
 
Collecting Data across Contexts 
 I was aware that children negotiate social dynamics based on the setting and that there is 
a difference between collecting data at school, at home, or on a playground.  I decided to collect 
data within the classroom as well as on the playground to capture how children negotiate various 
structures across “space” and “place” (James & Prout, 1990).  In their study of outdoor play at an 
elementary school in Boston, Meier, Engel, and Taylor (2010) examined “life and imagination 
on the playground, to see the energy children bring to exploring their social and physical 
surroundings (p. x).  Pellegrini (2008) notes that outdoor play is one of few opportunities when 
children can interact with their peers more on their own terms.5  I am particularly interested in 
                                                        
5 Valerie Polakow’s (1982) comparative study of preschool programs found that “free play” is 
not actually free but created and limited within adult structures.  She writes, “To impose a 
manifest structure on ‘free play’ would be too blatant an educational contradiction, but a latent 
structure masked by the legitimate concern for safety effectively converted ‘free play’ into 
‘controlled play’ in a manner that was socially acceptable to the staff” (p. 64). 
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the contrast of the children’s play culture in the classroom and play culture on the playground, as 
playgrounds offer “an unstructured, relatively natural environment” (Meier et al., 2010, p. x) and 
how this idea of unstructured space (if, in fact, the playground is less structured) affects 




Wolcott states, “in ethnography, data and interpretation evolve together each informing 
each the other” (Wolcott, 1987, p. 42).  Field notes and analytical and interpretative memos were 
analyzed in this study, using the method of constant comparison to identify patterns of social 
interaction and social dynamics.  
 I analyzed data using a focal child approach.  First, I created descriptive profiles of the 
three children.  I then organized field notes into detailed play vignettes of classroom and 
playground play episodes, which included direct speech.  Next, I identified “scripts” within the 
field notes and play vignettes around power and identities the children were enacting in their 
fantasy play.  Shanks and Abelson (1977) assert that it is through scripts that children make 
sense of their daily lives (as cited in Engel, 2005).  In this way, play is understood as a 
foundation of narrative.  Play, like a story, is “a way of understanding oneself-in-the-world” 
(Engel, 2005, p. 208).  It is through these narrative scripts, which I took from field observations, 
play vignettes, and research conversation data, that I applied a cultural and social discourse 
analysis by identifying emerging themes and patterns to make claims about children’s play 
culture in preschool.  The initial themes that emerged from the play vignettes were inclusion and 
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exclusion, physical domination, and othering.  I organized these themes initially within the types 
of play- family play, superhero play and fairytale play. 
 As mentioned in Chapter 3, my identification of the themes of the social processes and 
subjectivities the children enacted in play was informed by Sutton-Smith’s (1997) lens of the 
rhetorics of play associated with power and identities.  I examined who and how children 
initiated, recruited, and excluded one another in play, and the process of “othering” as a way that 
children understand race, gender, and class.  In addition, I explored “positioning”: how children 
position themselves and each other through the roles they enact in play. 
 
Coding: Generational Order 
As I analyzed memos, play vignettes, and research conversations, I struggled to see and 
understand the ways that children and adults were interdependent within play.  Sociologist Leena 
Alanen’s (2009) framework of generational order was a valuable tool as I coded data.  
Generational ordering challenges the notion of children’s separate play culture, and this idea 
forced me to become attentive to the ways children and adults interacted.  Alanen (2009) 
explains generational order as a “structured network of relations between generational categories 
that are positioned in and act within necessary interrelations with each other” (p. 162).  
Generational ordering includes looking at two kinds of relations: intragenerational relations 
share a life stage (child–child interactions), while intergenerational relations occur across 
different life stages (adult–child interactions) (Alanen, 2009, p. 160).  This framework allowed 
me to organize the play vignettes by whether the focus child was playing with another child or 
whether adult and child were playing together.  This differentiation helped me explore how the 
children produced child-ness through fantasy play in their peer group and with adults.   
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Intergenerational and intragenerational relational positions and practices became an 
important vehicle for discovering the ways in which children “acquire the social quality of 
childness and the status of child” (Alanen, 2009, p. 163).  Christensen and Prout (2005) point to 
the complexity of the practices involved in generationing:  
   Generational ordering is most usefully seen as an active, open-ended and unfinished 
process.  The central analytical task would then be not only to describe relationships 
between children and adults but to discover how and when they are given a generational 
aspect or meaning . . . there may be several competing, crosscutting ways of ordering that 
jostle uneasily alongside each other.  Perhaps too, these are distributed unevenly between 
contexts such that the generational ordering of school, state, family and so one are 
different and vary between time and space.  (p. 55) 
 
As I employed Alanen’s (2009) framework for generational order, I was especially 
interested in how the intragenerational (children interacting with each other), intergenerational 
(children and adults interacting), and structural processes (discourses of the child-centered 
preschool classroom that are created from the intergenerational and intragenerational processes) 
inform, shape, contradict, and problematize one another.  The framework of generational order 
was central to how I coded data, enabling me to focus on aspects of interdependency between 




Regarding the question of validity, I hold a specific perspective as a researcher.  I 
embrace the various stories, voices, and interpretations in ethnographic work, as well as my 
position as a researcher informing and being informed by the environment.  I contend that 
reflexivity is a crucial method for a researcher addressing issues of validity.  I engaged in 
ongoing and deep reflection through memos, journaling, and collaborating with informants and 
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peers to uncover my personal subjectivities and how they were informing my data collection and 
analysis.  Amos Hatch (1995) captured my intention when he wrote, “I want to be a fully human 
and caring individual as I do my research, not just a data-collecting instrument.  I want to know 
my feelings and trust them to guide me to do what is right in relation to those I study” (p. 221).  
 Specific issues had to be addressed for this study.  The daycare required clearance for use 
of image, audio, and visual recording.  Additionally, my IRB-approved parental consent waiver 
was not signed and returned by the parents of several children in the class.  I was therefore 
unable to video record children’s play and relied on audio.  Maxwell (1996) termed this type of 
situation a “threat of valid description” (p. 89).  To address this threat, I wrote detailed and rich 
descriptions of the play episodes.  In addition, the child participants cannot read and were not 
able to read over transcripts.  This hindrance is what Maxwell (1996) calls a “threat to 
interpretation” (p. 89).  To address this concern, I used research conversations to continually 
check for meaning and understanding from participants and teachers.  I triangulated data by 
looking for themes and patterns across field notes, play vignettes, and research conversations 
with children and informants in the classroom and on the playground.   
 
Research Relationships: Research with Children 
 
 While I was in the field I continually had to locate, negotiate, and renegotiate my 
researcher identity.  I strongly self-identify as an early childhood teacher.  After eight years in 
the classroom, I continued to work in the early childhood field as a mentor, coach, and 
instructional specialist.  I began teaching right after college and the only jobs I have held are in 
the field of early childhood education.  Renowned sociologist C. W. Mills (1959) urges new 
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researchers to “learn to use your life experience in your intellectual work: continually to examine 
and interpret it” (p. 139).  My life experiences bring me great insider status within early 
childhood classrooms.  Wolcott (1987) points out that lifelong educators involved in educational 
ethnographic work “are likely to discover school culture as Kluckhohn’s proverbial fish are 
likely to discover water” (p. 51).  I was aware that insider status as a member of the school and 
class community does not translate into insider status in children’s play culture.  I challenged 
myself to reexamine the many practices and play artifacts in the early childhood classroom from 
a fresh perspective.  
 The dynamic of an adult researching children’s culture is filled with complexities.  
Disparities due to size and age are numerous.  Barrie Thorne, in Gender play (1993), refers to 
this as “studying down,” explaining that researchers are “seeking understanding across lines of 
difference and inequality,” which is compounded when one conducts research within her culture, 
in which case, “the studying down comes swathed in a sense of familiarity” (p. 407).  Thorne’s 
perspective calls for heightened reflexivity.  Adult researchers must not take for granted that they 
understand children because they were once children.  In fact, it is imperative that researchers 
question how childhood experiences shape what they see, and how they see, when conducting 
research with children.  Although research exploring children’s culture can provide a false sense 
of familiarity and comfort for researchers, it also provides an opportunity to engage with and 
listen to children more critically. 
 Strategies for challenging the ethical issues of power are not much different from 
strategies that must be used when conducting research with adults.  I asked the children for 
assent to participate and gave them the opportunity to decide when and where they wanted to talk 
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to or play with me, and I gave them the choice of opting out of the research project altogether.  I 
also obtained written parental consent; I was granted IRB approval.  
Nancy Mandell (1985) offers a “least adult” research role with children, where 
researchers acknowledge the adult–child difference but do not use their adult authority within the 
classroom.  Gary Fine (1987) notes that it is not possible for adults to pass unnoticed by children 
(as cited by James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, p. 183).  Sociologist Bill Corsaro’s (2005) “reactive 
method” of entry into children’s play worlds strikes a realistic balance; it acknowledges child–
adult differences while sharing power within the research relationship.  In this role, the 
researcher joins children in the play areas and waits for children to react.  Corsaro notes, 
“Teachers, parents and other adults normally do not sit down in play areas.  And when they enter 
it is usually to ask questions, give advice or settle disputes” (p. 52).  This approach informed how 
I engaged with the children in this study.  Allowing them to initiate interactions helped me build 
the research relationship. 
 
Research Relationships: Research with Teachers 
 
Research relationships between child and researcher often focus on issues of power.  I 
would like to suggest that a disparity in power also exists between teacher and researcher.  The 
researcher might think him/herself more knowledgeable, and this view might be shared by the 
teacher if s/he sees someone more credentialed coming in as an “expert.”  I believe that this 
relational distance between teachers and researchers is also part of a gap that exists between 
disciplines such as Childhood Studies and Early Childhood Education.  Sociologists who want to 
understand children conduct research in schools, yet somehow there is a perception that this 
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work is not relevant to teachers or this research is written for other researchers and not for 
teachers.  This relationship can feel exploitative.6  Hatch (1995) reflects, “I want to move beyond 
the conventional model of social science research in which the researcher takes what she wants 
from the research site, then abruptly pulls out.  As I work with teachers on researcher projects, I 
want to include them as partners in the work, dividing the responsibilities and the benefits”7 (p. 
221).  Hatch’s suggestion is relevant to all educational research and researchers, not only for 
action research projects.  
Erickson (1983) points out the relationship between researcher and teacher for 
ethnographic studies in schools; he explains, “The results of interpretative research are of special 
interest to teachers who share similar concerns with the interpretive researcher.  Teachers too are 
concerned with specifics of local meaning and local action that is the stuff of daily classroom 
practice” (p. 156).  Reflecting on a collaborative preschool ethnography that involved teachers 
and graduate students in partnership at their university’s laboratory school, Fernie and Kantor 
(1998) write, “The words ‘evolving,’ ‘inductive’ and ‘transformative’ apply to the inquiry 
processes of both interpretive researchers and teachers reflecting on practice.  . . . Over time we 
have come to think of ethnography more as research related to practice than as research 
translated into practice” (p. 86).  A component of my research design is to treat teachers as 
invaluable fieldwork partners (“informants,” in the language of ethnography).  I shared and 
analyzed the data along the way with them.  Teachers know the children in their class in different 
ways than I do, and their insight was invaluable as I engaged in this research.   
                                                        
6 Wendy Luttrell (2010) speaks to issues of power when she points to the representation and 
sharing of data with participants tending to occur through the medium of “academic writing that 
is inaccessible for those for whom it matters.” 
 
7 These reflections of Hatch (1995) address his sense of superiority as a participant observer, in 
relation to the teachers, and the feeling that he was “looking down.”  
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I am especially intrigued with Heath’s use of ethnography in her work with teachers.  In 
Words their way (1983), a comparative ethnography of communication in black and white 
working class communities, Heath examined how preschool children’s communities affect their 
literacy practices and how this phenomenon relates to their school experiences.  Heath also used 
ethnography as a tool for teacher training, asking: “What use might the detailed ethnographies of 
communication in Roadsville and Trackton be in enabling teachers and students to bridge their 
different ways?” (p. 265).  Heath’s work is a reminder of the importance of bringing the focus of 
educational ethnographies back to the audience of teachers and students.  It is my intention that 
the theoretical and methodological contributions of this study can be used by teachers to reflect 




I selected an independent daycare center to conduct this study in a large city in 
Pennsylvania.  The center is blocks from an elite private university in a neighborhood I will call 
College Heights.  Many living in the neighborhood are students or employed by the university.  
Bordering College Heights is a neighborhood that has been historically populated by low income 
blacks, but now also includes established African and Middle Eastern communities.  College 
Heights, at this point, is a racially and economically diverse urban community. 
The daycare center was once affiliated with the university; it provided infant and toddler 
care to employees’ children.  Twenty years ago, as the university was going to end the program, 
a group of parents developed a collective and took over the running of the center.  The center is 
accredited and has earned the highest rating of the National Association for the Education of 
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Young People, the large early childhood professional organization that sets and monitors 
standards for high quality early childhood programs.  
 The children at the center are economically and racially diverse.  They maintain this 
diversity due to the universal pre-kindergarten movement and subsequent polices to establish 
free state-run preschool programs for all three- and four-year-old children (Fuller, 2007).  
Preschool programs in many states use a voucher system.  Families that qualify based on income 
gain access to various preschool programs that might be in schools, daycare centers, Head Start 
programs, or private nursery schools.  Fees for these low-income children are state subsidized.   
The daycare shares a campus with an elementary school that is a partnership between the 
local school district and the university, as well as a Head Start Center affiliated with the local 
school district.  The daycare itself is housed in a building that was a former church.  The inside 
has been renovated to accommodate several classrooms, though the building still retains high 
ceilings, arches, and stained glass windows.  
The classroom was arranged in interest areas with bookshelves delineating space for 
areas for math and table toys, art, blocks, science, house-keeping, and an open carpeted space 
with low book cases surrounding it which is used both as a library and a space for whole groups 
lessons and meetings.  There was a very relaxed tone in the classroom.  The children felt at home 
which was evident in the way they moved freely around the space and engaged with materials.  
There was a basket of slippers by the door and the children either took off their shoes and walked 
around in socks when they are playing or changed into classroom slippers.  Soft instrumental 




Ms. Daniela is from West Africa but has lived in this country for many years; she is in 
her early fifties, petite with shoulder length hair.  She is soft spoken with a very slight accent.  
She is gentle and affectionate with the children, in a motherly way.  The children are very 
responsive to her.  She does not have to repeat herself.  Ms. Daniela is the lead teacher, which 
suggests that she has a bachelor’s degree.   
Ms. Cara is a Black American woman in her thirties, she is tall and has large frame with 
short hair.  Ms. Cara is an authoritarian figure in the classroom, she has a loud voice and was 
often giving directives to children.  The children do not tend to listen to Ms. Cara perhaps as a 
response to her overbearing manner.  Ms. Cara is the assistant teacher, which suggests she has an 
associate degree. 
Ms. Daniela and Ms. Cara have distinct teaching styles and dispositions that I will 
explore more fully in Chapter 8, when I discuss how they played with children.  Ms. Daniela was 
much more hands off about the children and their play.  She would join the play if the children 
invited her but she would not initiate play.  This was different than Ms. Cara who used very 
opportunity to join play as a way to model social-emotional skills or scaffold children’s learning.  
Both teachers were busy with the daily running of the classroom –setting up and serving 
breakfast, lunch and snack which was served in the classroom as well as cleaning big and small 
messes. There was not a lot of time for them to watch children playing, a sentiment that Ms. 
Daniela explained to me regretfully when she admitted that she was only catches glances of their 







Focal Child Profiles8 
 
Kate 
Kate is a 5-year-old Chinese-American girl.  She is the oldest and tallest child in the 
class.  Her dark eyes are framed by straight black bangs and shoulder-length hair.  Kate is the 
matriarch of the class and leader of a group of girls who refer to themselves as “The Chinese 
Girls.”  Teachers and students equally revere Kate.  She is held up by teachers as a model of 
good behavior and is desired by the other children as someone they want to play with.  She is 
very aware of the expectations of her teachers, closely follows these expectations, and often 
reminds her classmates about behavior expectations.  It is a regular topic of conversation that 
Kate will be leaving the class at the end of the summer to go to kindergarten.   
 Kate plays exclusively with “The Chinese Girls.”  Every day they play “families,” either 
in the classroom, in the playground while in the sandbox, during water play in the kid pool, or in 
the indoor space for gross motor play.  During this play, Kate is always the mom or big sister.  A 
few times they pretended to be animals, as a family of lions, horses, or cats.  Through this play, 
the girls maintain the same roles of mother, big sister, and little sister.  Kate uses her status to 
control every aspect of play and makes all decisions about the play scenario.  She is very 
particular about how everything should be and “The Chinese Girls” defer to her before doing 
anything.  
                                                        
8 The teachers helped me select these focal children, which speaks to how I utilized the teachers 
as resources within the research process.  As I was entering the site, I had initial conversations 
with Ms. Daniela about the purpose of my research and she suggested these three children.  I 
asked for children who were diverse in terms of age, race, and class, but the children from this 
study are all middle class.  Though the preschool does have subsidized slots based on a state-
funded program, those children are segregated in a separate class and were not there over the 
summer when these observations took place. 
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 “The Chinese Girls” speak in both Chinese and English, and are adamant about not 
allowing others to join their play.  They exclude Ruby because she “doesn’t talk Chinese,” and 
they often express that they do not like to play with boys.  These girls are an insular group.  I 
found it hard to join and was rarely invited into their play.  Although Kate did not initiate play 
with me, she was sometimes willing to answer questions and explain what she and “The Chinese 
Girls” were playing.  Near the end of the summer she was very open about why she did not want 
to play with Ruby.  More than the other focal children, Kate viewed me as an adult in the class, 
whereas the other focal children viewed me more as a friend. 
 
Miles 
 Miles is a four-year-old white boy.  He is an outgoing, observant, and curious child who 
enjoys conversation with children and adults.  He has bright brown eyes, messy blond hair, and 
very small stature.  Miles had just turned four upon my arrival in the classroom, which made him 
one of the youngest children in the class.  Any play episode he was in, he created and directed.  
His play was often physical and rowdy.  He seemed to know what was acceptable play in the 
classroom and his physical play was not in the sight of his teachers.  He liked to play “cheetahs,” 
“boa constrictors,” “electrician,” “construction crane,” “street cleaner,” and “superheroes.” These 
games consist of chasing and grabbing.  He chose to play with the other boys in the class, and I 
refer to them as “The Boys.”  This group did not want to play with girls and often told me that I 
was the only girl who could play with them.  Miles would plan the play during snack or on the 
line to the park; he determined what “The Boys” would play and who would play which roles.  
They all took on family roles such as daddy crane, mommy crane, and big brother crane. 
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 Miles showed great interest in adult culture, especially in the teachers’ paperwork.  He 
had his own roll book and clipboard, like the teachers.  Because I carried around a notebook 
and/or jotted notes throughout the day, he was very interested and would request paper to jot 
also.  He incorporated jotting into his play.  He began to bring his own notebook and would carry 
it around with him while he played.  He would often tell me to write specific things down or ask 
me what I was writing.  He would ask for my pen, if he could “take it home,” and then go brag to 
the other children that I gave him a pen.  Pen and paper where highly coveted by Miles.   
 Miles would make his own toys.  He made a crane out of a paint stick, yarn, and a clip, 
and would often bring envelopes, forms, mail, pens, stamps, notebooks, or binders from home to 
play with at school.  He would love to share these things during Show and Tell.  Everything he 
shared was something he made or refashioned to use for his own purposes.   
Miles was eager to play with me and would often run over when I walked into the room 
and ask me to join his play.  The fact that he would let me into the play episodes so eagerly 
helped me build relationships with the other boys in the class who followed his lead.  Some were 
initially hesitant, but they accepted me into their group because I was a friend of Miles.  My 
friendship with Miles also created challenges, because he dominated a lot of my time in the 
classroom.  I could easily get swept into a play episode at times when I was not shadowing him.  
Although I had a friendship with Miles, he was aware of my adult status and did not mind 
kicking me out of the play episodes, once saying “no adults allowed” and another time telling me 
to “go talk to the other ridiculous teachers.” On another occasion, he told me I was not invited to 





Ruby is a four-year-old white girl.  She is an independent, sensitive, and expressive child.  
Her long wavy red hair is often disheveled.  Ruby frequently dressed in a tutu or crown to come 
to school.  Unlike the other children who had a group that they usually played with, Ruby was 
unable to join their play so she was would keep busy playing by herself.  Ruby would try to join 
“The Chinese Girls” in their play and get rejected.9  When they would not allow her to join their 
play she would not tell a teacher, though this is what all the other children in the class would do 
if there was a conflict; Ruby would simply find something else to do.  If I asked her what 
happened, she would not respond.  Although she was excluded, she continued to try many ways 
to join “The Chinese Girls.”  Ruby was also excluded from The Boys’ play.  On the rare 
occasions when she did play with boys, she would object to the rowdiness and would leave their 
play.  She shared with me that “my friends are not always friendly with me,” that “The Chinese 
Girls” did not want to play with her because she did not speak Chinese, and that boys were 
always playing boy games “like racing and cranes.”   
It was apparent to me that Ruby was excluded and did not have friends in the class.  As a 
researcher, it was hard to witness; I often shared my observations about this exclusion with the 
teachers.  Early on in my fieldwork, I would ask if I could join Ruby when she was playing.  She 
responded repeatedly that I never had to ask; I was always invited to play with her.  I felt a deep 
and affection for Ruby and we developed a friendship. 
 
Summary 
                                                        
9 It should be noted that “The Chinese Girls” referred to themselves as “The Chinese Girls,” but 
Ruby got in trouble with the teachers for referring to them as “The Chinese Girls.” Because the 
children self-identified as “The Chinese Girls,” and spoke of their language use as “Chinese” 
rather than Mandarin, these are the terms I use to refer to the group and the language throughout 




In this chapter I have outlined why interdependency became my research orientation and 
described my methods and design for this study.  I also spoke to best practices related to how 
researchers can establish more collaborative relationships with the children and teachers in early 
education ethnographies that respect and intentionally deconstruct perceived and real imbalances 
of power.  Now that I have shared brief profiles of the focal children whose play is the topic of 
this study, I will turn in Chapter 6 to the instructional, curricular, and ideological elements that 





Child-centeredness and Child-centeredness in Action 
 
 
 Before I examine the power dynamics and social hierarchy within the children’s fantasy 
play, it is necessary to lay out the instructional, curricular, and ideological elements that shape 
play and how it is understood within the early childhood classroom.  In this chapter I lay a 
foundation for the analysis of children’s fantasy play by unpacking the concept of child-
centeredness10 and the discourses that surround it.  This term is ingrained in early childhood 
educational practices and is used without question, accepted as fact.  Child-centeredness is the 
“official knowledge” of early childhood education (Cannella, 1997), embedded in both pedagogy 
and policy.  Conventional wisdom paints the child-centered classroom as an innately natural 
space for children, however, I hope to highlight the ways that it is based on a specific idea of 
children and childhood.  My goal in this chapter is to problematize the concept of child-
centeredness in order to uncover cracks, paradoxes, and illusions by calling attention to its 
inherent political epistemological orientation and the dominant societal ideologies it mirrors.  It 
is necessary to understand the many discourses that swirl in and around a child-centered 
approach to fully appreciate children as agentic creative social actors who, in their play, actively 
negotiate, contest, respond, resist, and/or comply to the dominant discourses in the classroom.  
                                                        
10 “Child-centered” is a term commonly used in early childhood education to describe a student 
directed, student initiated, and student guided learning environment. It is based in specific 
ideologies and promoted as “anti-authoritarian and facilitating individual choice and self-
governance” (Cannella, 1997, p. 200).  Cannella (1997) claims that child-centeredness 
“reproduces the cultural capital of the dominant group, fosters specific forms of adult and 




Furthermore, children also produce new pedagogic discourses within fantasy play.   
 In the last 30 years, scholars across several disciplines have worked to challenge the 
concept of the naturalization of childhood, understanding childhood as socially constructed.  
Critical developmental psychologists Valerie Walkerdine (1984) and Erica Burman (2008) 
question child development theories and the scientific discourses that create and validate them.  
Several prominent scholars in the field of early childhood approach it from a reconceptualist 
perspective (Bloch, 1992; Kessler & Swadener, 1992; Mallory & Newman 1994; Cannella, 
1997), questioning the limiting curriculum, instruction, and the concept of developmentally 
appropriate practices.  Some sociologists in the Critical Childhood Studies field examine 
theoretical constructions of childhood as well as children’s rights and citizenship (James, Jenks, 
& Prout, 1998; Alanen, 2011; Cockburn, 1998; Roche, 1999; Jans, 2004).  Together, these 
scholars across disciplines have worked to reconceptualize the developmentalist stronghold to 
create a more comprehensive, multidimensional, and complete way of understanding children 
and the experience of childhood.  Using critical and post-structural analysis, these scholars 
uncover the knowledge–power assumptions embedded within developmental theories.  They 
challenge what Foucault terms a “regime of truth” around children’s development that is 
invisible, naturalized, and normalized, and thus largely unquestioned.  This body of 
(re)conceptualizations of childhood allows me to trace the roots of child-centeredness from 
developmental psychology, child development, and the notion of the universal child, to 
pedagogical practices as a means of understanding how play is situated within the early 
childhood educational context. 
 Apparent in the paradox of child-centeredness is the term itself.  It is very hard to define 
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and has been used by various groups to mean different things.11  The term assumes what 
Popkewitz (1998) calls “redemptive language”; many would wonder how anyone could fault the 
notion of child-centeredness (Cannella, 1997, p. 117).   
 
Construction of Childhoods through Child-centeredness 
 
It is apparent that pedagogical practices reflect a construction of childhood shaped by 
societal ideologies and scientific knowledge discourses.  Child-centeredness suggests a freedom 
and independence that children have in their classroom.  It connotes aspects of the romantic 
notion of childhood.  Afrrica Taylor (2013) has done innovative scholarship deconstructing how 
the discourses around nature and naturalness combine with those of childhood; she explains,  
   The authority of Romantic nature is so powerful that it makes questioning feel counter-
intuitive, irreverent and indeed “un-natural.”  In the western world, it feels like “second 
nature” to maintain a tight grip on natural childhood as a preordained state of innocence 
we want to preserve it.  (p. 114) 
 
Situated within the romantic, pure, and innocent construction of childhood, the concept of child-
centeredness was created and has continued to flourish.  Based in “ideas of Rousseau’s 
naturalism, including images of growth, freedom, interest and activity” (Cannella & Viruru, 
2004, p. 95).  Developmental scholars later adopted the phrase when the romantic view of 
children was being challenged and a shift toward thinking solely in terms of the individual child 
began (Chung & Walsh, 2000).  Indeed, Piaget’s idea of child-centeredness is based in 
constructing the child as “individual, virtually ahistorical, and self-regulating” (Cannella & 
Viruru, 2004, p. 95).  Later in this chapter I will discuss the role of play in child-centered 
                                                        
11 Chung and Walsh (2000), in their literature review, found more than 40 definitions of the 
meaning of the term “child-centeredness.” 
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pedagogy, but Rogers and Evans (2008) make an interesting connection linking child-
centeredness, play, and constructions of childhood.  They assert that play is the embodiment of 
child-centered discourses, and it is within these discourses that differing constructions of 
childhood merge.  These authors write that it is within play that “two fundamental contrasting 
perspectives, namely a liberal-romantic philosophy of education and an empirical-scientific 
approach, converged” (p. 12).   
 The concept of child-centeredness as it is commonly referred to in early childhood today 
is rooted in developmental psychology and child development.  A developmentalist view 
presents two central beliefs about children: “that children are natural rather than social 
phenomena; and secondly that part of this naturalness extends to the inevitable process of their 
maturation” (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, p. 17).  Prout and James (1990) highlight three themes 
embedded in child development: “rationality,” “naturalness,” and “universality” (as cited in 
Penn, 2005, p. 46). 
 The developmentalist view limits and flattens the reality of children.  They are not seen 
or understood as social actors but only in terms of their development into adults.  Their 
experiences, naturalized by the scientific discourses in child development, have thereby become 
inevitably de-politicized.  As discussed in previous chapters, child development sees the child 
progressing through universal stages and ignores issues of culture, race, gender, and social class. 
This has had damaging effects when it has been applied to children all over the world, because 
developmentalism does not take into account the natural environment or cultural context of the 
child (Penn, 2005). 
 In response, critical childhood scholars reconceptualizing the dominant developmental 
understandings of childhood make two key arguments.  First, they call attention to how the 
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scientific discourses that create developmental psychology and child development are located 
historically, politically and economically.  Second, they highlight how scientific discourses 
produce pedagogies and how these pedagogies reflect societal ideologies.  With this 
understanding, it becomes apparent that through child-centeredness the societal neoliberal 
discourses of autonomy, democracy, individuality, and choice are enacted when they are 
translated into the child-centered classroom through terms such as “readiness, choice, needs, play 
and discovery” (Burman, 2008, p. 263). 
 
Child Development and Scientific Discourse  
 Early Childhood Education uses child development and developmental psychology as the 
primary way to understand children.  The field utilizes these sciences to legitimize the view of 
the “rationalization,” “naturalization,” and “universalization” of childhood.  However, it is 
necessary to see that the developmentalist view is created out of larger scientific discourses 
premised on a set of claims to truth that are historically specific and shaped within political 
structures (Bloch & Popkewitz, 2000).  Popkewitz (1988) situates child development 
historically: 
   We think of child development knowledge as emerging within multiple discourses that 
were characteristic of modernity in the nineteenth and first part of the twentieth century.  
This is exemplified by the growth in discourses about science and progress and growth in 
the belief in the methods and logic of science that were paralleled by a growth in political 
discourses about the liberal democratic citizen during this period.  (as cited in Bloch & 
Popkewitz, 2000, p. 8) 
 
The discourse that creates these sciences must be interrogated, and herein lies a major paradox. 
As mentioned, child-centeredness has naturalized the experience of childhood and thereby de-
politicized children.  However, the process of naturalizing childhood, of creating the discourse of 
childhood as a natural phase of life, is—in itself—a political act, built upon specific societal 
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ideological discourses.  There is nothing natural about this naturalization; it is based on political 
constructs that are historically, economically, and socially bound.  This demonstrates Foucault’s 
(1980) notion of a regime of truth that has indeed normalized this process and made it invisible.   
 
Developmental Psychology and the Universal Child 
 As mentioned earlier, one of the most damaging aspects of child development is the idea 
of universality.  As early childhood merged with child development, learning and development 
were fused.  Sociologist Allison James (2012) explains,  
   The rise of developmental psychology, with its focus on surveillance and measurement 
and the use of scientific principles to judge a child’s development.  . . . Under the 
hegemony of developmental stage monitoring it is not just iniquitous comparisons with 
their peers which children suffer through testing . . . but also a constant evaluation against 
a “gold standard” of the normal child.  (p. 118)   
 
The implications for understanding childhood through a developmental lens with created tools 
and measures is more far reaching than education, “Developmental psychology firmly colonized 
childhood in a pact with medicine, education and government agencies” (James, Jenks, & Prout, 
1998, p. 17).  The creation of these norms act to standardize and create new forms or 
normalization of some children and marginalization for other children (Halldén, 2012).  James, 
Jenks, and Prout (1998) explain how problematic this is: “For those who fail to meet that 
standard, whether in education, bodily development or welfare, the repercussions and sanctions 
are strong” (p. 17).  Furthermore, the universal child is male; Walkerdine (1988) mentions this 
when she expresses concern that “the quintessential developing child is a boy” (as cited by 
Cannella, 1997, p. 132). 
 One great danger of only understanding children through the limited view of 
developmental psychology and child development is that the stage theories that have been used 
69 
 
to create a norm for children present them as “objectified, created as the other, and presented as a 
universal” (Cannella, 1997, p. 19).  Generally, it is black, brown, and poor children who do not 
meet developmental benchmarks, which compounds a deficit understanding of such children’s 
histories, their realities, and the forms of knowledge they bring to school.  Such children are 
placed on the margins of the classroom and the education system overall with interventions 
created to fit the ideal of the universal child within the parameters of developmental norms.  
According to Cannella and Viruru (2004), attempts to create a “universal” childhood discourse 
have generated positions of power, including colonial power perspectives.  Cannella and Viruru 
(2004) thus use post-colonial theory as a method of critical examination and a way to “de-
colonize” universal constructions of early childhood; they challenge the notion of child-
centeredness as a Western notion that “creates the illusion of freedom—the freedom to function 
and think in a theoretically predetermined direction using Euro-American, male rationalism” (p. 
95). 
 
Developmental Psychology and the Creation of Pedagogy  
 In the seminal article “Developmental psychology and the child-centered pedagogy: The 
insertion of Piaget into early education,” critical developmental psychologist Valerie Walkerdine 
(1984) examines how scientific knowledge is legitimized and explores how pedagogies in the 
early childhood classroom are produced within these scientific discourses.  Walkerdine outlines 
historically situated scientific discourses that justify developmental psychology and child 
development, which in turn create ways of teaching and learning (e.g., child-centered pedagogy) 
to affirm these same established scientific and ideological discourses.  Demonstrating the 
cyclical manner by which societal and scientific discourses inform and are informed by 
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pedagogies, Walkerdine uses Foucaultian analysis to highlight the process of pedagogy creation 
through which the concepts of “rationalization,” “naturalization,” and “universalization” have 
been integrated and normalized:  
   By examining the power–knowledge relations which are made possible by the regimes 
of truth of developmental psychology it will be possible to demonstrate the conditions 
which have produced the classification and monitoring of development as a science and 
as a scientifically validated pedagogy.  (p. 177)     
 
Walkerdine skillfully explains how scientific discourses create their own pedagogy, and how 
discourses and pedagogy then act to legitimate the other.  The role of monitoring and measuring 
the universal ideals of normalization in child development creates pedagogic devices.  Play is a 
pedagogic device, it becomes pedagogized and used to measure development.  Walkerdine 
explains that play was used “to classify, observe and monitor the developmental sequence.  
Monitoring was crucial in order to ensure the normalization and is introduced as a pedagogic 
device” (p. 194).   
 
Pedagogic Space  
 I will focus one aspect of Walkerdine’s (1984) analysis that is especially central to 
children’s fantasy play and how I made sense of this play in the child-centered classroom: 
pedagogic space.  The concept of pedagogic space is important because it is a clear example of 
how the scientific and pedagogic discourses are meshed and self-reinforcing.  Classroom 
arrangement is a central feature of the early childhood classroom.  As I illustrate in play episodes 
and vignettes in subsequent chapters, children challenge the concept of pedagogic space within 
their play by rejecting and reorganizing the physical space of their classroom.  If the “practice” 
of room arrangement in early childhood is intertwined and reflective of larger scientific, 
pedagogical, and ideological discourses, then as children push against this practice they are 
71 
 
pushing against larger ideological discourses.  In this way, fantasy play is not a measurement of 
development but rather a creative agentic social action. 
 
Limits of Child-centered Pedagogy 
 
 There are valid critiques of child-centered pedagogy related to its gender bias in creating 
a universal child who is male.  Another common criticism is that child-centered pedagogy is 
created from liberal democratic ideology and reproduces middle class values with the potential to 
alienate children that come from communities and cultures with different norms and values.  
Serpell (1999) extends this sentiment: “What is taken as ‘scientific evidence” about child 
development is mostly drawn from the results of observations and experiments with mainly 
white middle class children in North America and Europe, and directed at a similar audience” (p. 
48).  In this vein, Norquay (1999) makes a compelling argument and proposes that child-
centeredness “shares many attributes and effects of white privilege.  White privilege assumes 
that whiteness has fundamental neutrality.  As a de-racialized category, whiteness is also the 
desired norm” (p. 192).  
 
Renaming Child-centeredness 
As the paradoxes, illusions, and cracks surrounding child-centered classrooms and the 
discourses surrounding them are considered, the irony is that child-centeredness is not child-
centered at all.  The “naturalized” space of the child-centered classroom is actually loaded with 
ideological, political, and scientific discourses that children and teachers negotiate, challenge, 
ignore, and reproduce daily.  It is necessary for me to clarify how I will use the term “child-
72 
 
centered,” because the previously mentioned “redemptive language” of the phrase is riddled with 
inaccuracy and lacks logic.  I contend that that there is nothing child-centered in a child-centered 
classroom.  The child-centered approach in early childhood today is, in fact, space created, 
maintained, and directed by adults.  I will more accurately refer to child-centered classrooms as 
child-centered but adult created, directed, and maintained space. 
 Strandell (2011) points to this irony as she writes of the paradox of child-centered yet 
adult created, directed, and maintained classroom with its illusion of choice, freedom, and 
independence for children: “However contradictory it may seem, children’s autonomy and self-
governance is produced by increased intervention and intrusion into the child’s life” (p. 225).  
The clearest illustration of “intervention” and “intrusion” can be found in what is termed 
“developmentally appropriate practice” (DAP).  Through DAP, the child-centered yet adult 
created, directed, and maintained classroom dictates a very specific way that children and adults 
interact pedagogical, relationally, and spatially.  Developmentally appropriate practice is the 
programmatic way that “child-centered” discourses are brought to life in the early childhood 
classroom, so this framework is key to understanding children’s play. 
 
Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Child-centeredness in Action 
 
I have outlined various scientific, ideological and pedagogic discourses that swirl around 
a child-centered yet adult created, directed and maintained early childhood classroom.  To 
further unpack the concept of child-centeredness, this section will outline the way it comes alive 
and is enacted within preschool classrooms through a set of specific curricular strategies termed 
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP).  The National Association for the Education of the 
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Young Child (NAEYC), the premier organization in the early childhood field shaping 
instruction, curriculum, and policy, created a guiding set of “best practices” for early childhood 
educators (NAEYC, 2009).  This Position Statement describes programmatic strategies that 
shape the pedagogic space, instruction, curriculum, assessment, and role of the teacher within the 
early childhood classroom.   
 DAP beautifully illustrates Walkerdine’s (1984) notion of pedagogies being produced, 
validated, and legitimized because it is easy to demonstrate how these discourses become official 
knowledge that is naturalized and normalized through policy.  The opening lines of the DAP 
Position Statement assert: 
   Grounded both in the research on child development and learning and in the knowledge 
base regarding educational effectiveness, the framework outlines practice that promotes 
young children’s optimal learning and development.  (NAEYC, 2009, p. 1) 
 
Developmentally appropriate practice as defined in this position statement is not based on 
what we think might be true or what we want to believe about young children.  
Developmentally appropriate practice is informed by what we know from theory and 
literature about how young children develop and learn.  In particular, a review of that 
literature yields a number of well-supported generalizations or principles.  (NAEYC, 
2009, p. 10) 
 
Kessler (2014) urges an examination of the DAP position statement as a political document; she 
encourages consideration of the “political forces” that promote specific curricular perspectives.  
Right away, it is apparent how this document claims false neutrality and objectivity by 
mentioning science.   
 
Play as Framed by Developmentally Appropriate Practice 
 I present children’s play as creative agentic social action between children and adults, 
which is very different from how play is framed from the DAP perspective.  The DAP Position 
Statement specifies:  
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   Children of all ages love to play, and it gives them opportunities to develop physical 
competence and enjoyment of the outdoors, understand and make sense of their world, 
interact with others, express and control emotions, develop their symbolic and problem 
solving abilities, and practice emerging skills.  Research shows the links between play 
and foundational capacities such as memory, self-regulation, oral language abilities, 
social skills and success in school.  (NAEYC, 2009, p. 14) 
 
The document address fantasy play specifically:  
 
   By the age of 3-5 children may act out specific roles, interact with one another in their 
roles and plan how the play will go.  Such play is influential in developing self-
regulation, as children are highly motivated to stick to the roles and rules of the play and 
thus grow in the ability to inhibit their impulses, act in coordination with others and make 
plans.  High-level dramatic play produced documented cognitive, social and emotional 
benefits.  (NAEYC, 2009, p. 15) 
 
Consistent with a constructivist and social-cultural approach, the DAP Position Statement 
highlights first and foremost cognition, and addresses social and emotional aspects of play as a 
reflection of development.  This limiting understanding of play “assumes linearity, universal 
human behavior, unidirectional progress and standards of normalcy” (Cannella, 1997, p. 124). 
 DAP also outlines a specific role for the teacher in the classroom and within children’s 
play.  The DAP Position Statement specifies:  
   Active scaffolding of imaginative play is needed in early childhood settings if children 
are to develop the sustained, mature dramatic play that contributes significantly to their 
self-regulation and other cognitive, linguistic, social and emotional benefits.  Adults can 
use proven methods to promote children’s extended engagement in make believe play as 
well as games with rules and other kinds of high level play.  Rather than detracting from 
academic learning, play appears to support the abilities that underline such learning and 
thus promote school success.  (NAEYC, 2009, p. 15) 
 
   Recognizing the self-regulatory, linguistic, cognitive, and social benefits that high level 
quality play affords, teachers do not reduce play opportunities that these children (most 
often from low-income households) critically need.  Instead, teachers scaffold and model 
aspects of rich mature play.  (NAEYC, 2009, p. 19) 
 
DAP, consistent with a constructivist and socio-cultural approach, encourages teachers to join 
play by scaffolding and modeling to encourage “rich” and “mature” play.  I am troubled by the 
notion of “rich” or “mature” play.  Who determines this?  DAP frames childhood and play too 
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one-dimensionally; if we only see certain aspects of children’s play, we are ignoring aspects of 




This chapter further laid the foundation for a deep analysis of children’s fantasy play by 
unpacking the concept of child-centeredness and the discourses that surround it.  Given its 
inherent political epistemological orientation and the dominant societal ideologies it mirrors, I 
more accurately refer to child-centered classrooms as child-centered but adult created, directed, 
and maintained space.  Focusing on how child-centered discourses are implemented and frame 
children’s play through developmentally appropriate practices, I looked at how child-
centeredness comes alive, is enacted, and frames play in preschool classrooms.  In Chapter 7, I 
will revisit pedagogic structures within the early childhood classroom and use play vignettes to 






Resistance and Situational Power:  
How Children Resist Developmentally Appropriate Practices through Fantasy Play  
 
This chapter explores how children used their agentic power of resistance and how 
they used situational power within fantasy play as a social and creative agentic act against 
structures within a child-centered yet adult directed preschool classroom.  I focus on the ways 
children challenged the limits of the physical arrangement of the early childhood classroom in 
their play episodes, co-opted instructional materials and supplies, enacted fantasy subjectivities to 
reject classroom routines, and adapted classroom instructional practices for their own agendas. 
To illustrate the child-centered classroom, I contrast play episodes with selected 
excerpts of two resources widely used in preschool programs.  I am reminded of Peter Moss’ 
(2012) assertion that one of the results of the standardization reflected in mainstream neoliberal 
early childhood education policy is the amount of documentation: "Consultation documents, 
policy documents, acts, guidance and advice, memoranda . . . reports and projects have poured 
forth, setting out in great detail how everything is to be done and what everyone is to do” (p. 
136). I pull passages from the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) (2004), 
which is a classroom tool used nationwide for preschool programs and nursery schools to 
receive funding and accreditation.  ECERS measures the “quality” of the classroom environment, 
rating classroom organization, materials, transitions, and routines, as well as interactions 
between teachers and children, on a scale from one to seven.  This document states the way 
child-centeredness is constructed through developmentally appropriate practices (DAP).  
Alongside ECERS, I show the reality of classroom life by shedding light on how children are 
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actually countering and challenging as they use fantasy play to push against these “child-
centered” practices.  
Harriet Strandell (1997) discusses children’s use of situational power over adults; she 
writes, “children’s gaining of situational power is more of an unintentional effect of their way 
of participating collectively in their peer culture than an act of deliberate intention” (p. 462).  
I offer another possibility.  I do not think children’s use of situational power is unintentional, 
my data shows that children engage forcefully and deliberately with adult culture.  However, I 
agree with Strandell’s point that “children do intrude with adult order and adult power.  They do 
not stay inside the play world” (p. 462). 
Children’s intentional use of situational power against child-centered practices is important, 
as it has the potential to connect micro-relations with teachers with macro-ideological structures 
embedded in child-centered discourses in the early childhood classroom.  If these interactions 
with teachers are understood as acts resistance to child-centered practices, the agentic work 
children engage in through play has significant implications. 
 
The Undoing of Pedagogized Space 
 
Preschool classrooms have clear guidelines for the way the physical space should be 
arranged.  This emphasis on space and environment is consistent with a constructivist view that 
focuses on how children interact with the environment.  The ECERS tool (2004) states that 
“Classrooms that offer many hands on activities are usually organized in a number of interest areas. 
In each interest center children will find all the material they need for a particular kind of play and 
an appropriate play place in which to use the materials” (p. 25). The ECERS further specifies: 
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   For dramatic play [interest areas] area to be clearly defined requires that it be in a place 
where the boundaries of the space to play are clear to children.  Since preschool children 
do not understand boundaries unless they are made of real objects that they can see, 
concrete (not imagined) boundaries are required.  For example, boundaries can be 
created with shelves and other furniture, so that the play does not spill into other areas of 
the room.  Simply telling children where boundaries are, without real boundary markers, 
is not sufficient.  (p. 245) 
 
I previously laid out how Walkerdine (1984) describes pedagogic spaces as “apparatuses 
and mechanisms of schooling” that reflect assumptions about teaching and learning based on 
scientific, pedagogic, and ideological discourses.  Child-centered classrooms have pedagogized 
classroom space that is outlined through DAP.  However, within their play children reject 
pedagogic space; they do not utilize the classroom arrangement in the way their teachers intend. 
During play, the children in this study did not adhere to specific spatial boundaries but rather 
spilled over.  Rarely did I see play that was spatially contained, although the teachers did encourage 
the children to work and play within the formalized boundaries. 
The following play episode illustrates how the children rejected the arbitrary interest area 
classroom arrangement boundaries encouraged by child-centered ideas and promoted by DAP. 
   Miles and Jack go to housekeeping area.  Miles explains they have to go to their home. 
He then walks to the manipulative table on the other side of the housekeeping area.  Ms. 
Daniela is sitting at the table, going through her attendance book.  He walks over to her 
and asks to see her take roll.  They go over who was in yesterday and today.  Then 
Miles immediately transitions back into his play episode.  He tells her, “We are in our 
house . . . you can stay if you want to.”  He tells her he is moving to the next “department.” 
The next department is the carpet area.  I ask if I can come in.  Miles tell me, “No, it 
says no teachers it is a place for little kids.” (Field notes, July 31) 
 
Miles and Jack ignored the classroom arrangement and play beyond it.  They renamed the areas 
of the room, instead of calling them “interest areas” they refer to their “home,” “house,” and 
“department.”  They took control of the physical space and determined where the adults could be, 
granting the teacher permission to stay in their “house” and restricting adult access to their play 
space, telling me “this is a place for little kids.”  This play episode speaks to Rasmussen’s 
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(2004) work, which distinguishes “children’s space” and “spaces for children.”  It is within 
fantasy play that the children have the agency to reject the pedagogized space their teachers have 
created, and then reorganize and rename the space and use it to restrict the movement of 
adults.  The children used space very differently than the teachers in the classroom.  
Rasmussen writes, 
   The many meanings and kinds of “children’s places” should make us aware of children as 
social and cultural actors who create places that are physical and symbolic and call 
attention to “the interfaces” between adults’ understanding of what one can and should do 
in a place for children and children’s understanding of this matter.  (p. 171) 
 
I was surprised and interested in the children’s selected spaces for play.  They played in 
unexpected corners and nooks in the classroom that adults might not identify as play areas.  
Halldėn (2012) writes of the agency of children to rework pedagogic spaces and create “places 
with meaning”: 
   The physical arrangement in the preschool is important and is used by children in 
order to establish interactive spaces in certain places.  Different areas in the preschool can 
be analyzed in terms of the facility to help children protect their play and, through that 
process they are turned into places with meaning.  Children’s use of such places can be 
understood as a meaning-making process.”  (p. 189) 
 
For example, in the following field note, two of the children played in a space that would 
not qualify as an interest center by ECERS standards, yet the girls created a “place with meaning”: 
   Jia and Ting are playing with blocks.  They are not in the area of the room designated 
for block play.  They are on the other side of the block area, in the spaces where the cots are 
stored for rest time, by the entrance of the classroom.  (Field notes, July 31) 
  
Although they are not working in the block center, when Miles and Jack come over to join their 
play, Jia and Ting don’t allow it because they say only three children are allowed to play in the 
block area.  So, the girls are enforcing the rules of the interest area although they themselves 
have modified the rules in moving the area into a corner of the room.  The children often used 
the child-centered yet adult created, directed, and maintained practices if the practice aligned 
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with their personal interests.  The children utilized the idea of “child-centered” to their 
advantage as a point of agency, a point of power. 
I am interested in space and place and how it affects play.  Although the playground is 
another adult created space, it had fewer arbitrary boundaries so the children had more freedom to 
move around with uncontained play episodes.  It is interesting that the playground was being 
redesigned that summer to be transformed into an outdoor classroom with outdoor centers that 
would reflect the interest areas inside the classroom—the outdoor space was also in the process of 
becoming pedagogized.  One significant difference with play that occurred in the playground was 
that there was less monitoring and supervision from teachers because the size of the playground 
allowed the children more privacy.  Rougher, more physical play seemed to be expected and 
allowed outside and the teachers often reminded the children of the difference, telling them 
they needed to calm down because they were indoors.  In the following field note, we see Miles 
articulate this, 
   Today Miles got in trouble and was reprimanded several times.  He was fighting with 
Jack and made to share a stuffed animal he did not want to share.  As the children line up to 
go to play to the playground I hear Miles sing, “We are going to the playground, I can do 
whatever I want!”  (Field notes, July 30) 
 
Although there seems to be more space for privacy and exploration on the playground, the 
theme of the children’s play episodes remained consistent inside and outside, often beginning 
indoors and continuing outdoors (or vice versa).  The Boys continued to play superheroes and 
cranes, and the girls played families and neighbors.  Their play artifacts sometimes changed, yet 
the play episodes remained the same.  The following field note reflects this,  
   The Chinese Girls are playing together in the kiddy pool during water play on the 
blacktop.  They are using dump trucks to collect sand.  I ask them what they are doing. 
Kate says they are playing families and making soup.  Kate is the sister, Nina is the 




The play artifacts outside incorporated stones, sticks, and pine cones.  In one episode, 
Ruby found branches from a pine tree and used them as cheerleader pom-poms.  In another play 
episode, Miles found a pinecone and pretended it was a missile in his superman play.  In the 
data collected, I did not find a distinction between the content and focus of the play outside and 
inside; it was the same.   
 
Rethinking Space in the Child-centered Classroom 
Children and adults use and think of space very differently.  Classroom arrangement is a 
disputed site between teachers and children where DAP discourses and constructivist theories of 
learning conflict with the way children actually play in the classroom.  It is necessary for early 
childhood educators to pay attention to the way children use learning spaces so they can truly 
create classrooms that are “spaces for children.”  Looking at the way children are reworking and 
reorganizing the space of the classroom to fit their play purposes allows us to question how child 
centered is a child-centered classroom?  How would classrooms be organized if they reflected 
the way children really play?  Children are using fantasy play as agentic creative social action 
against the concept of pedagogized space, yet it goes unnoticed, their agency is ignored.  
 
Co-opted Instructional Materials and Supplies 
 
Just as the space in a child-centered yet adult directed classroom is pedagogized, so are 
the materials.  Materials are categorized and labeled by interest area and organized in a specific 
manner so that children can independently utilize them.  This again is consistent with a 
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constructivist theory that stresses the ways the children interact with the environment.  The 
ECERS tool (2004) states: 
   Materials and the activities that children engage in while using them differ in many 
ways.  Some materials such as manipulatives and small building toys enhance fine 
muscle development.  Others, such as dramatic play, art, and books encourage imagination 
and language.  Science and math materials help to introduce children to varied approached 
to leaning. . . . Making independent use of centers possible for children is an important 
consideration in the organization of centers. Children need to understand how their 
environment works in order to become independent and competent.  (p. 32) 
 
It is fitting to extend Walkerdine’s (1984) notion of pedagogized space to pedagogized 
materials.  The emphasis on independence and competence as pedagogical discourses are woven 
into how instructional materials are organized and how they are used in the classroom. 
Again, watching children at play shows a disconnect between how developmentally 
appropriate practice dictates that materials be used and how the materials were, in fact, used by 
the children.  The children did not think of materials in terms of math, science, or literacy but 
rather renamed and used them as they saw fit within the fantasy play episode.  They would take 
materials out of the designated areas to incorporate them into their fantasy play, which 
encompassed the classroom and went beyond interest areas.  When The Chinese Girls play 
family, they take math manipulative used for geometry and materials fashioned for three-
dimensional building and use them as food.  Kate tells me she is playing not with geo-blocks but 
with “cookies.”  In the transcript below the teacher and child do not identify the materials by the 
same name. 
Ms.Cara: So, I see you have fruits and matching plates and I see you have gear builders 
with them and cowry shells . . . and your horses are on stands.  What are you doing? 
Kate: So, these are the foods that are horses . . . are going to eat.  This is apple pie. 
Me: Food for the horse? 




The children don’t think about materials as belonging to a certain interest area or think 
that they must be used in one specific way.  During my time in the class the children were 
often reprimanded for moving materials from one interest area into another.  I rarely saw the 
children utilizing the materials in the way that DAP intended.  The children create play episodes 
and use the materials to serve their fantasy play.  Materials are transformed and renamed in 
that process. 
 
Use of Fantasy Subjectivities to Reject Classroom Routines 
 
Routines such as clean-up are a large part of the preschool day.  Children are expected to 
help maintain the organization of the interest areas and materials to fit the developmentally 
appropriate ideal.  The ECERS tool (2004) states, “Teachers provide many opportunities for 
children to learn to work collaboratively with others and to socially construct knowledge as well 
as develop social skills such as cooperation, helping, negotiating” (p. 129).  The transcripts and 
play vignettes in this section highlight how children often resist this classroom practice. 
Ms. Katherine: Superman needs to clean up his table. 
Sawyer: Superman doesn't care about that. 
Miles: Superman doesn't care about throwing trash in the garbage. 
 
Miles and Sawyer use their superhero subject position within fantasy play to push against the 
teacher directives and the classroom routines of clean-up.  It is within play that they are doing this; 
it is Superman who doesn’t care, not The Boys themselves.  It is also important to note how the 
teacher engages Superman, she plays along with The Boys by calling them by their superhero 
name, and in this sense she is joining their play.  However, they continue to use the superhero 
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subjectivity to challenge her authority.  In the following transcript, we can see how one of the 
children takes a classroom routine and transforms it into a small act of resistance. 
Miles: (singing) Clean up, clean up, clean up, take things out.  Clean up, clean up. 
Me: (singing w/ him) Take things out. 
Miles: Dump that out. 
Joshua: Clean up, clean up, everybody clean up.  Clean up, clean up, everybody clean 
up. Clean up, clean up, everybody clean up.  We need to clean up the stinky poo-poo 
bags. 
Jack: Stinky poo-poo bags, right? 
Ms. Daniela: Let's clean up, you guys have a lot of work to do.  Only two people need to 
put that away. 
Jack: Look only two people. 
Miles: That's good that the teacher put it away and no one put it away only the teacher. 
Ms. Daniela: (singing) Clean up, clean up, everybody everywhere. 
Ms. Daniela: (clapping her hands and singing) Who's cleaning? Who's cleaning?  Who's 
cleaning up the room? Who's cleaning?  Who's cleaning up the room?  Jia's cleaning, she's 
cleaning, she's cleaning up the room (continues adding Kate, Joshua, Nina, Miles, Ting, 
Ruby, and Sawyer). 
 
Miles rejects the directives to clean up and creates his own song to counter the teacher’s song, 
then covertly tricks the teacher into doing the cleaning and brags about this to his friend.  The 
teacher, meanwhile, is unaware that any of this going on. 
The children through their fantasy play spend their time playing in the classroom 
undoing the pedagogized space, retooling the pedagogized materials for own use for play 
purposes.  Afterwards, they are expected during clean up to put everything back together again to 
fit the Developmentally Appropriate ideal. 
 
Adaptation of Instructional Activities 
 
In addition to transforming pedagogized space, materials, and routines in the child-centered 
yet adult created, directed, and maintained classroom, children modify instructional activities—
and use fantasy play to do so.  Show and Tell is a commonplace early childhood practice that is 
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framed as a literacy activity whereby children are encouraged to develop oral language skills.  The 
ECERS tool (2004) states: 
   Language not only serves the function of communication with others, it also provides 
a framework to help us think about and understand ourselves and the world around us. . 
. . The classroom staff can help children develop concepts by pointing out key features and 
talking about them using the appropriate words, while children are dealing with daily life as 
well as while they are playing with materials. . . . We must not forget that there is a 
developmental component in learning concepts.  (p. 169) 
 
In the following transcript, Ruby utilizes Show and Tell to try to connect to The 
Chinese Girls culturally and linguistically: 
Ruby: I'm Ruby Elizabeth and I have Pinky . . . Grapes . . . Marshmallow. 
Ms. Cara: You have what?  Can you say it slowly to the class? 
Ms. Cara: You have a pink and purple or pink and grape fox.  What is it?  A pink and 
purple fox? 
Ruby: Yes. 
Ms. Cara: Is there anything else you wanted to tell us about Pinky Grapes Marshmallow? 
Ruby: She can speak lots of different languages. 
Ms. Cara: She can speak lots of different languages?  What languages? 
Ruby: Every language I guess because she is from New York City. 
Ms. Cara: She's from New York City . . . so she speaks all languages? 
Ruby: Yeah because in New York they speak lots of languages. 
Ms. Cara: That's true, they do speak lots of languages in New York.  Not all the people, 
all the time, but lots of people from all over the world live in New York, so there are a lot 
of languages spoken in New York. 
Ruby: Well, Nina, Jia, Kate, Ting . . . I have something that I'd like to tell you.  Nin, huo ni 
zenme yang.  You guys hear that? 
Ms. Cara: What did she say? 
Nina: She said Nin, huo ni zenme yang. 
Ms. Cara: Did you hear what she said?  Did you hear what Pinky said? 
Kate: Um no. 
Ms. Cara: Can you say it a little louder? 
Ruby: She said Nin, huo ni zenme yang. 
Ms. Cara: Well, I know you understand Nin . . . Huo.  What's Nin Huo? 
Ting: Hello. 
Ms. Cara: Hello in Chinese. 
Ting: And we are Chinese girls. 
Ms. Cara: And you all speak Chinese . . . that's right. 
Ting: Me, Nina . . .  
Ms. Cara: Yeah, that's why she's saying she had something that Pinky wanted to tell YOU 
four girls . . . because you all understand Chinese. 
Nina: Foxes don’t talk. 
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Ms. Cara: Well, it's a pretend fox, so it can have the ability to say lots of different things.  
It's a pretend fox. 
Ting: But I have a baby doll that can talk. 
Ms. Cara: Oh yeah? 
Nina: It has a button that can talk. 
Ms. Cara: Okay, well you can also pretend to make your toy talk. 
Nina: You press it and . . . 
Ms. Cara: Well right now we're talking about Ruby's dog and she says her dog can 
speak languages. 
Ruby: It’s a fox. 
Ms. Cara: Well your fox, I'm sorry.  She says her fox Pinky Grapes Marshmallow can 
speak many different languages and . . . so one of the languages it speaks is Chinese. 
Ms. Cara: Well thank you Ruby, for sharing Pinky Grapes Marshmallow with us. 
Ruby: Wait . . . Wait.  I need to tell you something.  Once when I was in my bedroom . . . I 
heard her saying Ni huo, Hola, Aloha. 
Ms. Cara: Oh wow. She does speak lots of languages.  Alright, please put Pinky Grapes 
Marshmallow away. 
 
Ruby took the pedagogical practice of Show and Tell and used it for her own purpose: to 
connect culturally to The Chinese Girls who exclude her because she does not speak Chinese.  
It is fantasy play that allows her this agency, and the device to help her is the play artifact, 
which can speak Chinese.  In Preschool in three cultures, the comparative visual ethnography 
that examines preschools in China, Japan, and the United States, one U.S. preschool teacher 
clearly articulates the pedagogical rationale for Show and Tell in a way that is in clear 
juxtaposition to the way Ruby used it:  
   The point of show and tell?  Well, when children tell stories of what they did on the 
weekend they are developing a sense of linear story-telling, which is the building block of 
reading.  They are experimenting with sequencing, for instance.  And the children 
listening are improving their comprehension abilities.  Or when children choose to share a 
toy or something else they bring from home, they get a chance to develop their ability to 
use words to describe things, to paint words pictures.  (Tobin, Wu, & Davidson, 1989, p. 
150) 
 
As with space and materials, how teachers understand the purpose, values, and elements 
of instructional activities can be completely divergent from how the children engage with the 
activity.  In this alleged “child-centered classroom,” how are teachers using what the children are 
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experiencing and articulating to create a more relevant learning environment in which the 
children guide the curriculum?  In this example, Ruby raised significant issues about language 
difference, communicating across cultures, bilingualism, biculturalism, and in- and out-group 
dynamics.12 In this transcript it is apparent that Ms. Cara was facilitating to acknowledge 
language diversity in the classroom and helping Ruby reach out to The Chinese Girls, but the 
teachers did not build on this outside the conversation to address the issues Ruby raised.  What 
does it mean to be culturally responsive in preschool?  If Ruby were an Asian girl and a group 
of white girls excluded her because she did not speak English, would the teachers have 
responded differently?  Reading and re-reading this transcript leaves me with more questions than 
answers.  As early childhood teachers, we are taught to be sensitive to issues of diversity and 
multiculturalism.  Teachers create thematic units on multiculturalism, diversity, inclusion, and 
equality, but how are teachers listening to the needs of their students or addressing power 
dynamics and social hierarchies within play?  In this case, no unit needed to be planned.  A child 
was using fantasy play to bring the issues to the center of the classroom, yet the opportunity and 




In this chapter, we see how children utilize fantasy play as a creative social agentic act in 
challenging and transforming child-centered practices in an adult directed classroom.  It is in these 
ongoing relational and social processes between children and adults that we see the paradox and 
                                                        
12 Ruby’s use of language to connect with The Chinese Girls reflects the process of 
“translanguaging” described by Orfelia Garcia (2009) to describe how children use language to 
“make sense of multi-lingual worlds” (p. 140) and to “mediate understandings, co-construct 
meaning and to include others” (p. 154). 
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the tension of child-centeredness in action.  Children use fantasy play to reshape, re-imagine, and 
resist “child-centered” practices.  These pedagogical practices are rooted in ideological, political, 
social, and economic discourses.  Although children have been painted by developmentalism as 
unable to understand social issues, children are neither de-political nor ahistorical.  The ways 
preschool children actively push back on child-centered pedagogical discourses and practices can 
be understood as powerful acts of agency. 
In Chapter 8, I will further develop the concepts of interdependency and 
interconnectedness to show fantasy play as agentic social action between children and adults 
that co-constructs forms of childhood and adulthood within the relational space of the early 
childhood classroom.  I present play vignettes to challenge the notion of a separate children’s 
play culture and suggest that children’s fantasy play in the early childhood classroom is not 






How Children Position Adults in Play: Constructions of Adultness 
 
In this chapter I develop the concepts of interdependency and interconnectedness to 
understand fantasy play as agentic social action between children and adults; agentic social 
action through which forms of childhood and adulthood are co-constructed within the relational 
space of the early childhood classroom.  I challenge the notion of an independent children’s 
play culture by suggesting that children’s fantasy play in the early childhood classroom is not 
independent of adult culture but rather rooted within the relations between children and 
adults.  How a teacher theorizes play affects how s/he engages in play, which in turn affects the 
children’s play.  Rogers and Evans (2008) explain,  
   The teacher the other adults in the classroom, their theories, values, attitudes and 
beliefs about play and learning may influence the way in which children play.  Even 
when adults do not participate directly in play, they will influence it through the 
rules governing classroom action, the expectations both implicit and explicit, 
and their language.  (p. 35) 
 
I will first discuss how the power the children exercised over one another in their play 
was made possible and informed by the relationships these children had with the teachers in the 
classroom.  I will then focus on the relational and social processes that construct, sustain, and 
challenge both child and adult positions within fantasy play.  The teachers pedagogized the 
children’s fantasy play, which affected not only the way the children played but also how the 
children positioned the adults within and outside of the play episodes.  Children are not only 
taking on subject positions within play episodes that are informed by adult culture, they are 
simultaneously constructing and assigning subjectivities to the adults in the classroom through 
play.  I contend that play is a valuable context that highlights the agency of children 
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responding to various constructions of adultness.  My data shows children and adults at play in the 
relational space of the early childhood classroom using three subjectivities Johansson (2011) has 
conceived to reflect “adultness” as children assign these roles to adults: “adult-in-charge,” 
“incompetent adult,” and “adult-in-commonality.” 
 
Interconnectedness, Interdependency, and Power Relations in Play 
 
Children’s play culture does not take place in a vacuum; it is shaped by 
interconnectedness and interdependency with the adults and adult culture in the early 
childhood classroom.  A clear social hierarchy existed during the time I spent in the 
classroom.  Kate and Miles established and exerted power and control over other children.  
This social hierarchy was not only reinforced by other children but also by their teachers.  I 
contend that there was a correlation between the power Kate and Miles had within their play with 
other children and the relationships the Kate and Miles had with the teachers.  Kate and Miles 
were using authority over other children that had been bestowed on them by the adults.  
Conversely, I contend that Ruby’s lack of relational power with her teachers was a factor in 
her lack of power within fantasy play and made her a less desirable playmate to her peers.  
Kate was upheld by her teachers as a model student and her behavior was often referred 
to as a standard.  She gained and used her authority by joining the teachers in reprimanding her 
peers for not following adult directives.  On one occasion during circle time during Show and 
Tell, the children began to fidget and talk to one another.  Ms. Cara asked the children to give their 
attention to the student who was talking.  Kate intervened and told the children to stop talking. 
Exasperated, she said, “When you be silly, we waste time.”  Ms. Cara thanks Kate for her help 
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and responds, “That's right.  Do you hear what Kate said?”  In her play with The Chinese Girls 
and The Boys, Kate carried her dominance and continued to utilize the power given to her by the 
teachers to scold other children. 
Miles endeared himself to his teachers through his interest in adult culture.  There was an 
ease with which Miles engaged in adult conversation, and he consistently showed interest in what 
the teachers were doing.  His interest in adult culture was reflected in play artifacts he brought to 
school.  Miles would often bring office supplies for Show and Tell.  One day when he was 
sharing he explained, “These are to help you so when you get in a cab, and then these are to 
write down, and then these checks and these things are so . . . are so if you’re at the bank you 
can give your post office’s ticket . . . so they will know if you were here.” This quote shows his 
understanding of adult reality and busyness.  He was infatuated with my pen and notebooks when I 
jotted field notes throughout the day and soon brought in his own notebooks to jot his own 
notes.  One of the teachers, Ms. Daniela, had a clipboard to record daily attendance.  Miles 
made himself one and would bring it to school, many mornings asking the teachers to sign in 
on his attendance sheet. 
Ruby questioned adults, often challenging practices in the class, which resulted in her 
getting reprimanded for not following instructions.  One day, she noticed on the job chart that it 
was her week to water the plants in the classroom.  As she immediately went to water the 
plants, she was told by Ms. Cara that it was not yet the time to do that.  On another occasion, 
Ruby was asked to leave circle time because she was talking and she was sent to the hallway.  She 
sometimes corrected the teachers; once she had her hand raised and Ms. Cara called on her, 
asking, “what is your question?” Ruby responded, “It’s a statement.” Ruby’s interactions were 
non-compliant but not adversarial; she was puzzled by many of the practices and questioned 
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things more than Kate or Miles, who appeared to go along with what was asked of them in the 
child-centered but adult directed classroom.  Ruby’s non-compliance with the teachers informed 
and influenced her status in play.  These patterns in the data underpin my suggestion that the 
relationships the children had with adults were reflected in their relationships with other children. 
 
Constructions of Adulthood in Children’s Fantasy Play 
 
Johansson’s (2011) framework of how adults and adultness can be constructed by children 
is pivotal in my thinking about children’s agency.  Although she created specific subjectivities to 
describe how children understand the adult researcher within childhood research, I extend 
Johansson’s conceptualizations of adult subjectivities to how children position adults in fantasy 
play.   
 
Pedagogizing Play: The “Adult in Charge” Subjectivity 
   In the school context several subjectivities are assigned to adults, all with a common purpose to 
support children’s learning. . . . The school environment provides rich opportunities to study the 
“adult-in-charge.”  The adult-in-charge is an adult who knows what should be done and by 
whom.  He or she has the unquestioned authority to decide which activities are allowed, 
forbidden and prescribed, to tell pupils what to do and how to behave.  (Johansson, 2011, p. 106) 
 
The children responded to the teacher’s pedagogization of play by assigning teachers the 
“adult in charge” subjectivity, as coined by Johansson (2011).  Within the child-centered yet adult 
created, maintained, and directed classroom the emphasis is on the teacher’s role in facilitating 
play, which minimizes the teacher’s focus on the child actually playing.  The children are only 
seen through a pedagogic lens, and many aspects of their play were unseen.  When the 
teachers pedagogized play, the children responded by pushing back by co-opting, ignoring, and 
resisting the adult imperatives.   
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Ms. Cara was active in joining the children’s play to scaffold their learning.  She did this 
not only to further cognitive thinking, but also to model and correct social–emotional behavior. 
The following excerpt of a play transcript demonstrates her approach.  The children had taken on 
subject positions of trains and fire engines.  When Ms. Cara joined the play, she took it over to focus 
on problem solving and mathematical thinking.  The children, for the most part, stopped playing, 
but a few of them were able to sidestep her to create new play episodes. 
Ms. Cara: We're going to use the wooded tracks together, Noah, because when we put 
the plastic ones on since they are thinner . . . the trains don't ride by smoothly.  But 
you’re welcome to get a wooden track . . . here is a wooden track that you can put on it. 
You can use that.  Now remember, we have to keep the train track on the blue rug, so what 
do we need to do?  It's moving towards the door now.  So what do we need to put on it . . . 
in order for it to stay on the blue rug?  A curved one, so look in the box.  So, Jack, or 
Bobo, or Noah, look in the box for a curved one and put that on. 
Ms. Cara: We are running out of wooden tracks . . . so it looks like we are going to have to 
"connect" the track that we have.  So, we have a piece that is all the way over there.  So, 
what can we do with that part to connect it to this part?  What are we going to do? . . . We 
tried this before but some of the pieces are too big to fit through here.  So how can we 
connect the piece that is already over there with . . . to the piece that we are building 
over here?  What can we do?  How can we connect them? 
Unknown child: I don't know. 
Ms. Cara: Well, what can we do?  If we need more track and there is track over there that is 
not connected to anything . . . .  What can we do with these two parts of the train set? 
Ms. Cara: Well, we're running out of wooded train tracks.  So, what can we do in order to put 
them together?  Do you see what Bobo did?  Bobo put some off of the end so he can 
move it to another space. 
Ms. Cara: We will still run out of train track if they are separated . . . but what if we could 
keep the piece there and connect them to the piece we have over here.  And have a very 
big track. 
Ms. Cara: Well we were using the wooden ones together because they were all the same 
height.  The plastic ones are thinner so the train stopped moving.  If we put the wooden 
train tracks together then we'll have a really long track that we can share.  Should we try 
it? 
Ms. Cara: So, if we have five more train tracks . . . but we don't have any more . . . some 
over there that nobody can reach and some right here that everyone can reach.  What can 
we do with these two parts of the train tracks?  Remember what Bobo did . . . he took it off 
the other part and put it over here.  And change these parts that are connected.  And we'll 
have a really big one that everybody can share.  Would you like to try it? 
Ms. Cara: Let's see if Ruby can tell us what to do.  Ruby we're trying to figure out how to 
connect this part of the track to the part of the track with the part of the track that is 
behind you.  What can we do to connect those tracks?  What can we do?  What can we 
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do Ruby?  What can we do?  What do you think Ruby?  Did you hear what Ruby said? 
She said we could put them in a different spot . . . so they could be nearer to each other. 
So, let's try that. 
Annotation: Bobo and Miles beginning fantasy play in the foreground, they are playing 
with fire engines; they have removed themselves from Ms. Cara's group. 
Ms. Cara: Miles can you take some of the wooden pieces . . . wooden train tracks out . . . so 
we can connect them like Ruby said?  Well we only have one-half of that bridge . . . so we 
have to use the other train track pieces.  Take all the wooden ones out and see what we 
have.  Alright, there some.  Alright.  
Ms. Cara: What do we need to do to connect it?  Well we didn't use the plastic ones 
because they're thinner than the wooden ones and the trains fall apart when you put those 
two together.  That's a good idea, we could have used more train track.  So, we should get 
the wooden ones . . . those in the train tracks basket. 
Ms. Cara: Now what do you need to do with the rest of the train?  It's longer than 
before.  But it's still not connected, so what are you going to do now?  So, Jack has an idea     
. . . he says if he puts some straight . . .  What should we do with the pieces you have out 
already?  Let's see what happens if you put it on this side, Jack.  A straight piece on the 
very bottom.  Let's see what happens when you put it on this side.  What can we use to 
make it even closer?  Yes, you can use one of the curved ones, it will be even closer.  It's okay 
if it curves . . . because we can use . . . something else, too.  So, that made it closer.  Alright, 
so what is another way to make the curve?  Look, turn it over, you can use both sides.  
So, if we turned it that way it would make it longer without turning into a circle.  And look 
at that, it's getting longer.  It's almost connecting . . . that looks like it is all one piece . . . .  
We need one that connects on both sides.  Do you see a piece somewhere else that 
connects on both sides?  Are there any more wood pieces in the . . . in the box? 
Annotation: As Ms. Cara is working with a group, Joshua and Miles have escaped and 
are playing with cars, pretending there is a fire on the subway tracks. 
 
This play episode illustrates how children’s play is often stifled and limited by the 
pedagogization of play by teachers.  In this case, the children took cars and trains and left the 
area to continue playing without adult intervention.  Within this adult-in-charge subjectivity 
Ms. Cara’s voice is predominant; the children’s voices get lost, they do not actively engage, 
as they are situated to just respond to Ms. Cara’s questions and directives.  It is important to 
note that Ms. Cara attempts to bring Ruby, who had trouble entering other children’s play, into 
this episode.  So, in her adult-in-charge role, Ms. Cara is “facilitating” the children’s play and 




Engaging in Play: The “Adult as Incompetent Child” Subjectivity  
 
   Children to a great extent are regarded as insufficient and incompetent human becomings   
. . . children have many competencies . . . specific “childish” competencies of play and 
imagination, competencies that cultural research has regarded as the main characteristics of 
childhood.  In play the “child-as-a-child” emerges, a powerful subjectivity that might 
position the adult as slow, unimaginative, ungainly and awkward.  In this relation, the 
child has every advantage: the size and capabilities of the body, the mode of expression, 
the knowledge, the language, everything is superior to those of adults.  In comparison, the 
adult stands out as an “incompetent child.”  (Johansson, 2011, p. 191) 
 
My intention as a researcher was to join play.  I wrote in Chapter 5 of my finding that 
the children and the teachers were puzzled at the way I positioned myself in the classroom and 
in play.  On many occasions, I felt that the children treated me as incompetent.  The children 
were eager to exercise their power over me in play by assigning me a role with little authority or 
by not letting me join their play at all.  I will illustrate this pattern by presenting play episodes 
where the children showed safety and pleasure in seeing an adult in a submissive role.  The 
children knew I would not resist.  The following transcript is from a play episode that emerged as 
the children were drawing and writing.  I got unknowingly pulled in and assigned the vulnerable 
role of pirate dog.  As the episode grew it eventually encompassed the classroom and included 
many children. 
Sawyer: I’m writing a map, a pirate map. 
Miles: Then you need to have a clean paper. 
Sawyer: I made a map, a pirate map. 
Me: Oh nice, you’re looking for the treasure? 
Sawyer: Look at my pirate map.  Argh!  Look at my pirate map. 
Sawyer: (Rolls up paper and looks through) Argh.  I spy on you, Jack. 
Sawyer: One Eye Sawyer.  We’ll call him One Eye Sawyer.  How’s that? 
Jack: And I’m a pirate. 
Miles: I’m spying on you.  I’m spying on you. 
Annotation: The children bring interlocking links from table math manipulatives and 
begin to string them together, make a leash, and place it around my neck. 
Me: Easy Sawyer, that seems a little . . . I don’t like it around my neck.  It does not feel 
comfortable. 
Jack: Do it around her wrist Sawyer-y. 
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Me: That’s a better idea, around my wrist.  Thanks, Jack. 
Sawyer: I have to get it really tight, right? 
Jack: No, I’m not. 
Me: Jack, are you trying to hurt me?  Oh, okay. 
Ms. Cara: Maybe. 
Jack: That’s just ‘cause we can’t let you escape. 
Me: Okay.  I’m . . . who are you and who am I? 
Sawyer: You’re the dog.  You’re the pirate dog. 
Me: I’m the pirate dog?  Oh my gosh. 
Jack: And the pirate dog stays locked up.  Right? 
Ms. Cara: Does he say argh or woof? 
Sawyer: This is its leash.  This is your leash.  Right? 
Jack: Miles, do you want to get trapped? 
Miles: No.  I’ll get trapped but then . . . you don’t say something . . . 
Me: Is this like when you were Superdog at the park? 
Miles: You’re in the dungeon.  Now you’re locked, it can never . . . 
Jack: Move. 
Me: Arf, arf, woof-woof. 
Sawyer: We need more chains. 
Miles: We don’t want you to run around. Okay? 
Jack: We never ever run around. 
Miles: Don’t let her go anywhere. 
Sawyer: Miles, don’t let her go anywhere. 
Annotation: Ruby is sitting in the quiet space looking on. 
Me: Ruby, what do you think about this? 
Ruby: What not a fun game. 
Me: I agree. 
Ruby: Not fun. 
Sawyer: You can’t escape.  Try to escape. 
Me: I can’t.  I’m chained.  You have me chained. 
Miles: You can’t get out this trap ever again. 
Jack: Yeah, get more chains. 
Sawyer: We’re going to get rid of her. 
Ms. Cara: Rainbows, I hope those aren’t chained to furniture.  Last time he chained a 
friend to furniture.  I hope he doesn’t chain folks to furniture.  Kudos on the hand fine 
motor control . . . but how . . . you not torment your friend.  He chained him there and 
then walked away. 
Sawyer: You can’t escape.  You can’t escape ever. 
Me: I can’t, I’m chained.  The pirate dog is chained. 
Miles: Try to get out of this, try to trap me guys. 
Jack: No. 
Miles: I am Superman. 
Sawyer: Quick, more chains. 
Me: What happened?  The pirate dog is FREE.  Freedom.  Woof-woof. 
Jack: NOOO.  I’m going to trap you. 
Annotation: As I get up The Boys try to physically hold me. 
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Sawyer: More chains. 
Ms. Cara: You’re playing without play fighting. 
Sawyer: I’m saving you, Miles. 
Miles: Try laughing at me.  You can never. 
Ruby: (Ruby goes to the housekeeping dress-up area and gets a black vest; she offers it 
to The Boys.) If you’re a pirate you wear black.  If you’re a pirate you must wear 
black. Pirates wear black. 
Sawyer: No, they don’t. I don’t want to wear that. 
Miles: Dogs don’t go to the dungeon.  I can get out of the dungeon. 
Me: Only people go in the dungeon.  Okay, I’m getting out of the dungeon. 
Miles: Pirates make a gate. 
Sawyer: Make a gate around. 
Miles: So, no one can get out, right? 
Sawyer: And I’m the chains . . . I’m the . . . 
Ruby: Look what I found for your dungeon.  Try to get me.  I tying me up. 
Annotation: The Boys have got the interlocking links and again are putting it around 
my wrist. 
Me: Do it light, not so tight.  Because pirate dogs don’t like to be. . . . What are you 
playing, Ruby? 
Ruby: I’m . . . I’m in the game.  I’m the Princess. 
Me: You’re a Princess?  In what game? 
Ruby: In the pirate game. 
Ruby: Give him this thing and turn it into Jolly Rogers’ neighborhood. 
Jack: N’ I’m . . . 
Miles: I’m Superman. 
Sawyer: I’m a fire slayer.  This is a fire. 
Jack: This is for you.  Here you go, pirate food. 
Me: Woof-woof. 
Ms. Cara: Alright Rainbows, one more minute.  Sawyer, you can take off your pirate eye 
patch and put it away. 
 
The children assigned me the role of the pirate dog as a way of exercising power and 
authority.  They physically tied me up to control and dominate me.  I was captive, held 
prisoner by the pirates.  I had higher status by nature of being an adult in the classroom and 
yet was given the lowest status position in the play.  The way Ms. Cara responded to the 
play was to remind The Boys about safety and how to treat a “friend,” which reinforced my 
“incompetent child’ status with the idea that I needed a teacher to advocate and speak for 
me.  Furthermore, although this play dealt directly with exercising power over an adult, Ms. 
Cara’s responses were related to safety and a pedagogized comment about the children’s 
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advanced fine motor skills.  The lens she brought to the play limited the way she could 
make meaning of and engage in the play. 
 A theme that reoccurs throughout my data is the exclusion of Ruby.  The Boys are 
very dismissive of Ruby, they ignore and reject her suggestions related to dressing like 
pirates or adding a princess to the play episode.  I tried to bring her in and she herself 
attempted to join, but this was not allowed by The Boys.  As The Boys placed the leash on 
me and the play became more aggressive, I saw Ruby retreat to the quiet corner.  Their play 
was making her uncomfortable, too.  
In other examples, as well, Miles found various subject positions within play to 
physically dominate and control me.  In the following transcript, Miles claims the role of 
Daddy Cat as a means of exercising his power: 
Miles: (screaming) I am the Daddy cat and I am the greatest. 
Me: Okay, not too rough, thank you.  Wow.  I got attacked. 
Ms. Cara: That wasn't very nice to Ms. Maria, was that?  You can have attacks without 
attacking Maria. 
Me: Yeah, the Daddy cat. 
Sawyer: Excuse me, I have to attack . . . excuse me… I have to attack Maria. 
Sawyer: I have to get into, I mean I have to get a stuffed animal. 
Me: Okay, let me get out of the way.  Daddy Cat . . . charged at me . . . that was scary. 
Miles: The doctor's coming. 
Me: Oh, thank you. 
 
Again, I suggest that Miles positions me as an “incompetent child” because there is a degree of 
safety in giving me the lowest status position within play.  He knows that I won’t challenge his 
authority, that I will play along, and that I will not tell the teacher or get hurt as other 
children might.  Ms. Cara again intervenes on my behalf, emphasizing being “nice” as I 




Although Miles engaged me as a playmate and we enjoyed each other’s company, he 
did not hesitate to exclude me or challenge my adultness.  The office supplies Miles often 
brought to school included a variation of clipboard, pamphlets, mail, envelopes, and forms he 
had gotten from the post office and the bank.  I always asked to take photographs of these play 
artifacts.  One day, I photographed them without asking.  He saw what I was doing and got very 
upset, telling me, “You took a picture.  You are not coming to Miles’ birthday party.”  I had taken 
on the “adult in charge” subjectivity by exercising my power without asking.  Something in the 
fact that I did not ask for permission pushed him not to give it and to challenge my adult-in- 
charge subjectivity.  Miles did not hesitate to exercises his situational social power; our 
relationship offered an alternative to the assumed hierarchical relationship between child and 
adult. 
The Chinese Girls positioned me as “incompetent’ by excluding me from their play 
altogether.  I tried many ways to enter but was disregarded, overlooked, and ignored.  The 
following play episode illustrates this common occurrence: 
Me: What are you guys playing?  Kate, what are you guys playing over here?  What are 
you playing (The Chinese Girls talk to each other in Chinese). 
Kate: Jia . . . (talking in Chinese). 
Me: What are you guys playing? 
Kate: Watch out Ting . . . (talking in Chinese). 
Me: What are you guys looking for? 
Annotation: The Chinese Girls continue to ignore me and talk to each other in Chinese.  
I hear them say "baby" and "Mama" while speaking Chinese. 
Me: What is that, can I see what that is? 
Me: What are you guys playing?  There is a Mama, I heard. 
Kate: Ting is the stepsister.  Jia is the baby cat, and I'm the stepmother. 
Me: You're the stepmother. 
Annotation: The Chinese Girls continue to talk and play in Chinese; the “cat” is crying.  
 
There appeared to be a clear gender difference in the exercise of power in play.  The 
Boys exercised power in play in a more physical way to control and dominate; The Chinese 
Girls exercised power by ignoring and being dismissive of me.  Somehow, The Boys’ use of 
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power was more visible and more readily addressed by teachers within the child-centered yet 
adult created, directed, and maintained classroom, whereas The Chinese Girls “othering,” 
excluding, and subjugation was unseen by their teachers. 
 
Engaging in Play: The “Adult Included in Commonality” Subjectivity   
   It is in fact an aim of every ethnographic childhood researcher to stretch the 
limits of the generational order, to find lines of flight from destinations such as 
“adult in charge,” “parent” or “unimaginative adult.”  It is the quest for “another” 
subjectivity, a less contained, more flexible and fluid position that allows the 
researcher and her or his informants to affect each other in new ways, producing 
new knowledge about new issues.  By extension there is an ambition to empower 
students and work for improvements in students’ lives (Kellett, 2010).  I am 
therefore happy when I am invited by the child informants to take part in 
activities that cross the boarders of generation and challenge the seriousness of 
research and to become an “adult-included-in-commonality.” (Johannsson, 2011, 
p. 107) 
 
Johansson’s description of the subjectivity “adult-in-commonality” perfectly describes 
my play with Ruby.  Johansson writes about how she “laughed and joked together with the 
children, with the sole purpose of enjoying ourselves.  On these occasions, we met in a common 
play experience that a female feeling of community could arise between me and girl informants” 
(Johansson, 2011, p. 108).  Ruby always invited me into her play and told me the first day, “You 
don’t need to ask, you can always play with me.”  She did not use play to exercise authority 
over other children or over me.  She used play to care and form a connection and relationship. 
This was a very different way to use play; the other children’s play was loaded with power 
dynamics and hierarchy.   
In this transcript, we see the way Ruby brings me into her play: 
Ruby: Look at my child (Ruby gets up from carpet where we are reading, she comes back 
holding a black baby from the house corner). 
Me: This is your child? 
Ruby: Yeah . . . she's . . . she’s beautiful. 
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Me: She is beautiful (we go back to reading the book). 
 
Ruby is using the subjectivity of a mom with a child.  She adores the beauty of her child, who is a 
different race.  She has created an interracial family, which is especially significant because family 
play in the classroom amongst The Chinese Girls has predominantly been a homogenous family 
from which she is excluded because of ethnic and linguistic difference.  Unlike The Chinese 
Girls, who use family play to (re)produce social hierarchy, Ruby used family play in this 
example and at other times to connect.  She has been so marginalized in the classroom for being 
“other” that her act of recognizing the beauty in a doll of a different race is important.  This was 
a purposeful act; there were many white dolls in the class that Ruby could have chosen as her 
“beautiful baby.” It was a poignant moment for me as a researcher, a woman of color, and 
someone who has witnessed Ruby’s isolation and aloneness in the classroom.  I was profoundly 
touched by this gesture because of the small relational way Ruby was using fantasy play to 
connect with me emotionally, and how she was skillfully using play to address large social, 




In this chapter I have outlined how child-centered pedagogical discourses guided by 
developmentally appropriate practices encourage children and adults to create and reinforce 
childness and adultness in specific ways.  The adults position the children in a limiting way when 
they pedagogize play, and the children resist the pedagogical interventions, which also affects 
their play.  This dynamic demonstrates the interconnected and interdependent aspects of 
children’s play within the classroom and highlights another illusion of “child-centeredness.”  The 
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focus is on the role of the teacher in play, as the “adult in charge,” so the lens is attuned to how 
the teacher facilitates and scaffolds play instead of how the children respond or position the 
teacher to push back against this role.  My approach to play allowed room for children to 
respond in a variety of ways and gave them higher degrees of agency and space not only to resist 
or comply—the limited and limiting options within the framework of pedagogization—but to 
also create their own meaning-making within their own cultural and social worlds.  In Chapter 
9, I continue to explore the notion of interdependency to see how the children’s relationships 








Intersectionality and Fantasy Play 
 
In earlier chapters I examined how children use situational power with teachers through 
fantasy play to resist the structure of the “child-centered” classroom.  I explored how adults 
position children within fantasy play, and further suggested that how children position adults 
within their fantasy play is a response to constructions of adultness.  It is apparent that the 
children and adults are interdependent and interconnected, and this reality is mirrored within 
the children’s play.  Also, clearly reflected in the children’s play is the fact that “childhood 
and the living conditions of children are fundamentally influenced by the same economic, political 
and social powers that constitute the context of adults’ lives” (Jans, 2004).  Play framed as 
agentic social action between children and adults is a vital context to explore children and 
childhoods; play is devalued if only seen through a pedagogic, developmental lens.   
Developmentalism ignores the social and cultural worlds of children in two ways.  First, 
because of the limited way it frames children through stage theories of development that only 
understand the child in individualistic terms related to her/his linear “natural” progress—ignoring 
cultural, historical, economic, and political contexts.  Second, developmentalism compounds the 
assumption of the ahistorical, acultural, apolitical child by asserting that children are unable to 
understand abstract social concepts such as race.  Childhoods are raced, classed, and gendered, 
and children are actively making sense of their raced, classed, and gendered childhoods within 
their play worlds.13  So far, I have discussed interdependency and interconnectedness in 
                                                        
13  I mentioned in Chapter 5 that the subsidized low-income pre-kindergarten children at this site 
are kept in a class together.  This type of policy is one reason for the lack of economic diversity 
in this classroom and in many preschool classrooms in the United States.  Though economic 
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relational terms between children and adults.  I pivot now to explore how adult social structures 





In trying to understand how race, gender, and generation14 are interconnected within the 
social processes and subject positions the children enacted in their fantasy play episodes, I was 
immediately reminded of Barrie Thorne’s (1993) work Gender Play, in which she wrote: 
   The topic of children and gender should be considered in close connection with social 
class, race, ethnicity, and sexuality and not artificially stripped from these other contexts. 
When I observed in the two schools I was less sensitive to these interconnections (my 
emphasis) as I am now.  (p. 9) 
 
These interconnections, now understood as intersectionality, complement interdependency and 
agency theoretically; together these are powerful tools to explore children’s cultural and social 
play worlds.  Race theories and feminist theories also offer several elements that can be utilized 
to better understand the experience of childhood (Alanen, 2009), and I will use those lenses in my 
analyses of the various forms of play that were common in the preschool classroom.    
Intersectionality developed from black feminist thought within Critical Race Theory to 
acknowledge interlocking systems of oppression.  There are many discussions and debates 
                                                                                                                                                                                  
class could not be a factor in my study, it has been my experience that childhoods are “classed.”  
In fact, the structural economic segregation reflected in this preschool is evidence of this reality. 
   
14 I use the term “generationed” as a way to understand adultness and childness as part of  
Alanen’s (2009) generational order schema (see Chapter 5).  Christensen and Prout (2005) 
describe this concept as “the systematic patern of social relationship in which children are 
located in a social group.  Its  parallel is with other key dimensions such as class and gender 
order” (p. 55).    
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across disciplines about how to operationalize intersectionality and how it is and should be 
applied legally and politically (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 787).  Indeed, intersectional 
analysis raises many questions.  Does intersectionality describe social categories or reject social 
categories?  Discourses?  Identities?  To avoid oversimplification, I embrace the way law scholars 
Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) frame intersectionality as an “analytic disposition.” 
   If intersectionality is an analytic disposition, a way of thinking about and conducting 
analyses, then what makes an analysis intersectional is not its use of the term 
“intersectionality” . . .  rather, what makes an analysis intersectional, whatever terms it 
deploys, whatever its iteration, whatever its field of discipline, is its adoption of an   
intersectional way of thinking about the problem of sameness and difference and its 
relation to power.  This framing, conceiving of categories not as distinct but as always 
permeated by other categories, fluid and changing, always in the process of creating and being 
created by dynamics of power15 emphasizes what intersectionality does rather than what 
intersectionality is.  (p. 795) 
 
I utilize the concept of “intersectional disposition” in this way to understand fantasy play 
episodes, so my focus is in determining what intersectionality does.  Professor of Law Devon 
Carbado (2013) introduced two terms that have been very useful in my attempt to frame 
intersectionality as an analytic disposition within fantasy play in the child-centered but adult created, 
maintained, and directed classroom; the first is colorblind intersectionality and the second is 
gender-blind intersectionality.  Carbado writes, “I employ intersectionality to engage men, 
masculinity, whiteness, and sexual orientation, social categories that are ostensibly beyond 
intersectionality’s theoretical reach and normative concern” (p. 817).  Colorblind intersectionality 
describes whiteness as a social category that is “invisible” or “unarticulated” as a subject position.  
Gender-blind intersectionality refers to this same notion in relation to gender (p. 817).  
                                                        
15  Conceptually this element of intersectionality is similar to Postcolonial Theorist Homi 
Bhabha’s notion of a “third space” as a in-between space of fluidity and hybridity where ideas 





Conceptually, these terms are important as ways to problematize and challenge the naturalized 
constructions of childhood that create a gendered universal child situated as being devoid of 
culture, race, or class.  Carbado’s theory of intersectionality encourages comprehensive analysis 
that does not allow for the “normalization” or “invisibility” of race or gender within 
constructions of childhood. 
 In addition, exploring intersectionality and the ways children utilize an intersectional 
disposition forces alternate ways of knowing or epistemological questions to arise. Vivian May (2014) 
writes, 
   Intersectionality entails thinking about social reality as multidimensional, lived 
identities as intertwined, and systems of oppression as meshed and mutually constitutive.  
Calling for both epistemological and political transformation, intersectionality involves 
alternative notions of subjectivity, agency, equality and consciousness. It seeks epistemic 
and political recognition of different ways of knowing.  (p. 96) 
 
This epistemological aspect of intersectionality is a useful tool to critique notions around stage 
theories of child development and developmentally appropriate classroom practices.  The value 
of intersectionality is far-reaching across disciplines; the way it has been used is more narrow 
than conceptually necessary (Carbado, 2013). 
Utilizing an intersectional analytic disposition, I examine the generationing, racializing, and 
gendering processes and subject positions within the children’s recurring family, superhero, and 
fairytale play episodes. I focus on how children use intersectional power claims related to 
gender, ethnicity, and generation in their negotiation and navigation of power dynamics and 
social hierarchies interwoven into their fantasy play.  In some cases, children apply these power 





Family Play and Intersectionality 
 
Family play is one of the most common forms of fantasy play in preschool.  Through a socio-
cultural lens this play is understood as a means of socialization, where children mimic adult 
roles and adult practices.  Through the lens of interdependency, with attention to relations 
between children and adults, we come to understand the more complex ways that children 
navigate and create their cultural and social worlds. 
Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (2002) has been tremendously central in helping me to 
understand family play.  She writes, “The power of the traditional family idea lies in its dual 
function as an ideological construction and as a fundamental principle of social organization” (p. 
63).  In this context, the family subjectivities the children take on can be understood—beyond, or in 
addition to, “role play” or imitation of adult culture—as the basis for understanding social 
hierarchies of power.  Collins explains, 
   Family rhetoric that deems adults more developed than children, and thus entitled to 
greater power, uses naturalized ideas about age and authority to legitimate racial 
hierarchy. . . . The complexities attached to these relationships of age, gender, and 
race coalesce in that the so-called natural hierarchy promulgated by the traditional 
family ideal bears striking resemblance to social hierarchies in U.S. society overall.  (p. 
65) 
 
Application of Collins’ analysis gives insight into the ways family play is embedded with issues of 
hierarchy and how children understand gender, race, ethnicity, and class. 
In practically all of the fantasy play that I witnessed, children took on familial subject 
positions directly related to power, authority, winning, dominating, and size.  The children used 
these family subject positions differently; clear gender differences emerged.  The girls took on 
subject positions (mommy, sister, baby), and within these subject positions power was embedded in 
the hierarchical order of the roles enacted (mother most powerful and older/bigger sister more 
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powerful than younger/littler sister).  The Boys took on social processes related to power with 
superheroes, construction vehicles, or animals, but they always took on subject positions 
related to family roles (I’ll be the daddy crane, you can be the baby superhero/dog, etc.).  The 
children clearly understood hierarchical roles within the family as they performed them in 
various kinds of fantasy play.  
The following episodes of family play illustrate how the children used family subject 
positions to exercise power and authority. With an intersectional analytical disposition, I focus on 
how the children used intersectional power claims within the familial hierarchy and applied these 
claims to their understanding of gender, ethnicity, and generation.  In some cases, the children 
applied these power claims in a way that combined and compounded their power.  For example, 
generation and gender are indivisible within the enactment of mother and father subject 
positions, and the children sometimes integrated their size, age, skin color, and gender when 
assigning roles and exercising power, but other times they did not.  
Miles often established his power within play episodes by taking on the role of father, as 
this field note and transcript illustrate: 
   Miles is sitting with Sawyer and Jack on the carpet.  It is during a transition time of day 
when the children are allowed to play with stuffed animals and read books.  Miles 
grabs one of the pillows and says, “I am the Dad, I get the puffiest one.”  (Field notes, 
July 23) 
 
Nina: That's two baby cats.  Two baby cats . . . 
Jia: Miles, how about two baby cats?  Miles, how about two baby cats? 
Miles: Oh, that would be good.  No, not four baby cats (cats meowing and crying). 
Miles: (screaming) I am the daddy cat and I am the greatest. 
 
In these episodes, gender and generation combine to give Miles power through entitlement and 
authority.  The daddy cat is forceful, bold, and assured.  In the first episode, Miles uses both 
gender and generational hierarchy to claim patriarchal power and make proclamations about his 
entitlement to the biggest pillow.  In the second episode, the dad is the authority; Miles exercises 
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this authority by granting the girls permission to be two baby cats.  In both cases, gender, 
generation, and family are all tied together.  
 In the following field note, Kate combines gender and generational hierarchy by taking 
on the role of mother as a means of establishing power: 
   The Chinese Girls are playing “families.”  Kate is always the Mom.  Her voice is 
very authoritarian and scolding.  I wish I could understand what she is saying.  She 
often seems to be reprimanding the daughter and the cat.  The girls move to the sandbox.  
Kate ties the cat leash with Cece on it to the foot of the sand table.   They all play together.  
They move the shells around . . . make a hill . . . have the shells talk to each other.  Kate is 
the one who makes all the decisions.  If she does not like what Cece or Ting has done, she 
will take the shells away from them, scold them, and do it the particular way she wants it 
done.  The play episode ends in the block area, where the girls decide to build a house for 
their family.  Again, every Lego that Cece and Ting put down Kate removes and puts it 
where she wants it.  Cece looks annoyed and hurt.  Ting just seems to want to please 
Kate.  It is very hard to watch this.  It is always like this, but Kate is being especially harsh 
today.  Cece and Ting are bombarded with Kate barking directives at them.  There is 
nothing mutual about this play.  (Field notes, August 6) 
 
Kate asserts her power as mother and, by giving directives, demonstrates her approval or 
frustration.  Similar to Miles, Kate has assigned herself the most powerful role and assumes 
ultimate authority over the daughter and cat, with matriarchal power she claims control over the 
group’s play.   
The Chinese Girls frequently used family play to assert power over each other and to 
disempower and exclude their peers, as this field note reflects: 
   The Chinese Girls are playing “families.” Ruby walks over to them and asks, “Guys can 
I play?”  Kate, Nina and Ting respond with a loud choral “No.”  Kate explains, “Why, 
there is no more families, only a dad.”  Ruby is denied access into the play episode 
because she cannot play a dad.  She walks away visibly disappointed.  She turns around 
and offers, “I think there should be a baby a twin or big sister.  They dismiss her and 
continue to play without her.  (Field notes, July 24)  
 
The Chinese Girls used the imaginary family structure and family rhetoric to exclude Ruby, 
in this case using gender as the justification.  The Chinese Girls took their understanding of 
traditional family structure that included one mother and one father, and adapted it within their 
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play to produce a specific social hierarchy and to exclude certain peers.  The exclusion that most 
often emerged from their family play was based on race; the racializing process was linked to their 
understanding of family structure as homogenous and Chinese. 
Although The Chinese Girls consistently used ethnicity and gender to exclude Ruby, The 
Boys were sometimes allowed to enter their play.  We see here how Jack joins a play episode 
that then evolves to become a racially diverse family of Chinese females and a white brother: 
   Jack comes over to Kate and says, “Remember when I was playing with you?”  It is 
apparent that Jack wants to play with Kate.  Kate tells him that he can be the big 
brother.  Jack agrees, “I want to be the big brother.”  Kate then takes the ironing board 
from the dramatic play area and brings it to the rug, takes off her cape, and irons it.  One 
of the children asks if Jack is the Dad.  Kate responds that he is the big brother. Kate 
walks around the room.  Jack follows her.  They both are wearing fabric around their 
necks as capes.  Kate has a several plastic keys on a piece of yarn, she is swinging her 
keys and trying to whistle as Jack follows.  Kate is obviously in charge and Jack is 
waiting for her directives.  She tells Jack that she needs to take care of her kitty and 
the he must stay in the house.  Kate walks around the room and visits the children 
working on the sewing machine.  Jack just stands in the corner with Cece who is the 
cat.  He stands there watching Kate and waiting for her to return.  She walks over a 
few minutes later and questions him, “Did you take care of my kitty or did you go out?” 
She swings her keys as she questions Jack.  (Field notes, July 17) 
 
 Jack likes playing with Kate. He is submissive to her, and looks for her to lead the play.  It is 
very different from the kind of physical and competitive play Jack does with Miles.  It is Kate’s 
claims to maternal authority, based on her self-designation as the mother, that give her authority 
both during and outside the play.  Assigning Jack the role of older brother, rather than dad, gives him 
a clearly submissive role within the familial hierarchy.  
Much of The Chinese Girls’ play was about maintaining control and exercising 
authority over one another within the family structure.  However, in this field note The Chinese 
Girls take on family subject positions as a way to take care of each other and animals: 
   Kate, Sumi, and Cece are in the library/rug area.  Kate has a piece of fabric around 
her neck like a cape.  All of the girls are barefoot.  I sit down on the rug and ask them 
what they are playing.  Kate explains, “We are playing families.  Someone has to be the 
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mom, someone has to the dad, and someone has to be the sister . . . to take care of the cats 
. . . but the mom works.”  They continue this play; both Ceca and Sumi are the cats.  Elena 
is in the housekeeping area cooking in the kitchen.  She brings Kate some food.  Kate is 
laying on the children’s couch in the library, she has a blanket and pillow and has her eyes 
closed.  The cat is by her side.  I ask Kate what is happening.  She says, “I am the take-care 
sister.  I take care of all the animals that come to my house.”  (Field notes, July 17) 
 
This was an uncommon play episode because rather than using family roles as a way to control 
each other, The Chinese Girls took on the sister subject position to support and nurture each 
other in a fantasy household comprised of women.  It is noteworthy that in this episode the 
most powerful figure, the matriarchal power, is not present.  Mom is at work, which allows for 
a more supportive environment between sisters.  While a supportive and non-hierarchical play 
episode was unusual for this group of children, the act of “othering” and the use of “regulatory 
voice” are intersectional themes that were consistently reflected in the children’s episodes of 
family play.  
 
Playing Family: “Othering” in Fantasy Play 
The Chinese Girls consistently utilized family structure as a justification for excluding 
others from their play.  The family subject positions allowed them to deal with power, authority, 
and cultural exclusion, concretely and forcefully.  The Chinese Girls were an insular and 
exclusive group and were selective with whom they played.  Their fantasy play was 
predominately in Chinese; they skillfully used language as a means to ignore and to exclude 
others, including me.  They understood the hierarchy of the family and used family subject 
positions to prevent others from joining their family, either because someone did not speak 
Chinese or because they weren’t the right gender to play the family member.  It is interesting to 
note that The Chinese Girls never explicitly said that they did not want to play with other 
children because they were not Chinese, but rather because they did not speak Chinese.  The 
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Chinese Girls’ ages ranged from three to five and they were already aware that it was more 
acceptable to exclude based on language than on race. 
Play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith’s (1997) conceptualization of “rhetorics of play,” under 
his framing of play as identity, explains such cultural exclusion as “use of play forms of bonding, 
including the exhibition and validation or parody of membership and traditions in a community” 
(p. 91).  Sutton-Smith’s examples include parades or carnivals, as well as familial playfulness and 
togetherness.  Though this is a helpful way to think about The Chinese Girls’ family play, I 
contend that their play went beyond bonding and membership, it was about power and involved 
repeated and intentional exclusion.  
The Chinese Girls’ treatment of Ruby is part of the process of seeing the “other” as 
undesirable and lesser.  It derives from hierarchical “us” and “them” thinking (Mac Naughton & 
Davis, 2009, p. 37).  The Chinese Girls were open and expressive about their exclusion of 
Ruby, who was the only white female child in the class.  Although part of a racially dominant 
group in American society, Ruby was marginalized by both white boys and Chinese girls within 
the classroom.  Mac Naughton and Davis (2009) show in their research on race in preschool that 
“Children from non-dominant racial backgrounds were actively excluded by children from the 
dominant racial backgrounds. . . . The exclusion was often quiet and below the radar of the 
educator’s gaze” (p. 44).  Ruby takes these authors’ notion in a different direction because she is 
not from a non-dominant racial group, but the two teachers in this classroom, who are black 
women, never explicitly addressed Ruby’s exclusion or the racial and cultural overtones to this 
exclusion, because they did not see it.  There were times that Ms. Cara did bring Ruby into other 
children’s play episodes, but this was consistent with how Ms. Cara would engage with all of the 




Enacting the Regulatory Voice of Adults in Family Play 
 Kate’s play counters much of the research about gender practices in young children’s fantasy 
play.  Bronwyn Davis (1989) states: “Despite the access that women have gained to the male 
symbolic order, the majority of women feel quite ambivalent about power. . . . Power remains 
fundamentally contradictory to the idea of the idealization of the idea of being female (p. 71).  
Differing from Davis’ assertion, I found that Kate and The Chinese Girls took on family subject 
positions within domestic play to assert power and social hierarchy directly and 
uncompromisingly.  Although The Chinese Girls were playing “family,” their play demonstrated 
the central aspects of male cultural hegemony (authority, control, and domination) much more 
than The Boys’ (all white males) superhero play.  So, within this classroom, The Chinese Girls’ 
play runs counter to many assumptions about how little girls play.  Despite societal gender 
inequities outside the classroom, within their play world The Chinese Girls found an acceptable 
way to be powerful.  Within family play, mothers are more powerful than children; it was 
through the enactment of family hierarchy that The Chinese Girls were able to play with power. 
Psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982) suggests that “The sensitivity and care for the 
feelings of others that girls develop through their play have little market value and can even 
impede professional success . . . given the realities of adult life, if a girl does not want to be left 
dependent on men, she will have to learn to play like a boy” (p. 10).  Whether this group of 
girls’ play did or did not bode well for their future success, I continue to be baffled by how 
Kate’s authority and domination were somehow invisible in the space of the child-centered yet 
adult created, maintained, and directed classroom.  Miles used his authority to control and direct, 
and to keep play episodes moving, but he never used it to oppress other children.  When Miles did 
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play aggressively, he was often corrected or reprimanded by teachers for playing too rough.  
Kate, on the other hand, was verbally aggressive, domineering, controlling, and oppressive over 
her peers, yet it went unnoticed by the teachers.  In the space of the so-called “feminized” early 
childhood classroom, Miles’ bossiness and authority was visible, yet Ruby’s relational troubles 
and Kate’s authoritative domination were both invisible.  Bernstein and Solomon’s (1999) 
conceptualization of the regulatory voice16 allowed me to see how Kate’s scolding of other 
children and exercises of authority were invisible because they mirrored the teachers’ voices 
within the classroom.  She was enacting the regulation of children’s behavior both in and outside 
of play.  Within fantasy play she took on the role of the mother, which allowed her to enact the 
regulatory voice.  Outside of play episodes, in her subjectivity within the classroom as a model 
of good behavior, she continued with the regulatory voice.  The regulatory voice of the teacher is 
assumed and expected; it becomes invisible in a way, as did Kate’s echoing of this regulation. 
 
Family Play and Social Hierarchy 
Patricia Hill Collins (1998) has pointed to family structure as a way that social hierarchy 
becomes naturalized.  I will extend this proposition and assert that young children playing family 
are relevant illustrations of this naturalization.  In enacting family subject positions, 
naturalization has already occurred.  The children are reproducing and producing social hierarchy.   
 The children’s family play episodes were loaded with issues of power, privilege, and 
voice.  There were certain children empowered to give directives, assign roles, and exclude.  How 
                                                        
16 Regulatory voice is part of a Bernstein’s work on cultural reproduction and pedagogic 
relations through communication and symbolic control that “through its pedagogic modalities, 
attempts to shape and distribute forms of consciousness, identity and desire” (Bernstein & 





does familial hierarchy translate to cultural, racial, and gender hierarchies?  These play episodes 
and transcripts show that cultural, racial, and gender hierarchies don’t even have to be translated.  
The children are skillfully utilizing them in this fashion already. 
In understanding the Chinese Girls family play and the role of Kate in the play I am drawn 
to the work of Preschool teacher and narrative researcher Vivian Paley (1992) who captures the 
nature of social hierarchy in play: “By kindergarten, however, a structure begins to be revealed 
and will soon be carved in stone.  Certain children will have the right to limit the social 
experiences of their classmates. Henceforth a ruling class will notify others of their acceptability, 
and the outsiders learn to anticipate the string of rejection” (p. 3).  Paley goes on to say: 
   We vote about nearly everything in our democratic classrooms, but we permit the 
children to empower bosses and reject classmates.  Just when the old-fashioned city bosses 
have all but disappeared and the once exclusive dining clubs are opening their doors to 
strangers, we still allow children to build domains of exclusivity in classrooms and 
playgrounds.  (p. 22) 
 
Paley speaks to realities within the early childhood classroom that are inevitable because they 
reflect social inequities in society.  I contend that child-centered discourses are implicit in creating 
and reinforcing these social hierarchies because they are translated into early childhood 
classrooms through societal ideologies of choice, independence, and autonomy that favor some 
while deeming others deficient, establishing winners and losers.  Play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith 
(1997) speaks to the scientific discourses that emphasize the individual versus cultural and social 
conditions within this hierarchical play: 
   This is not a discussion of power or autonomy in some intrapsychic sense as an 
individual need.  This is about how children, as well as adults, must arrange themselves 
hierarchically (leaders and followers) so that they can get on with the business of play. 
They do this by socially constructing a society in which the play can take place. . . . It is 
noticeable that in the current discussion of children who are bullies and children who are 
their victims the focus tends to be on the individual psychology of individuals rather than 
the more universal processes of group hierarchical processes that are found in childhood as 




Sutton-Smith directly connects children’s play to a social and cultural hierarchical ideological 
framework.  Herein lie the limits of understanding play only through a developmentalist lens.  
Although children’s play is loaded with cultural and social power dynamics, these dynamics 
become reduced to the “individual psychology of individuals” within the child-centered 
classroom. 
 
Superhero Play and Intersectionality 
 
Superhero play is a common type of fantasy play that allows children to play with “magical” 
power and authority, yet it is much more.  Ann Dyson (1997), in her research on literacy 
practices in the primary grades, connects superhero writing to interdependency, power dynamics, 
and social hierarchy; she writes: 
   Popular cultural symbols like the media superhero to achieve a sense of personhood and 
social belonging, of control and agency in a shared world . . . that revealed dominant 
ideological assumptions about relations between people – between boys and girls, adults 
and children, between people of varied heritages, physical demeanor, and societal powers. 
(p. 2)  
 
Dyson suggests that the superhero subjectivities children take on in their writing uncover 
“ideological assumptions” and “societal powers.”  I will extend her conceptualization to better 
understand the ideological assumptions and societal powers children utilize in superhero fantasy 
play.  In her analysis, Dyson emphasizes that the symbols children adopt in superhero play are 
interconnected with those of adults (p. 30).  This framing reveals superhero not as frivolous 
activity but as a context for children to demonstrate interconnection to adult social structures.  
The Boys had a variety of themes in their play episodes.  I am generalizing by calling 
this type of play “superhero play,” as it also included cranes and other construction 
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equipment, trains and planes, and pretending to be animals (usually boa constrictors or cheetahs).  I 
group these types of play together with superhero play because the children utilized the same 
discourses, social processes, and subject positions for all of these types.  As I did with family 
play, I will use play episodes to illustrate how the children used superhero subjectivities to 
exercise power and authority.  With an intersectional analytical disposition, I will focus on 
how the children used intersectional power claims within superhero play that were related to gender, 
ethnicity, and generation.  
  
Superhero Play: Shared Power and Multiple Forms of Masculinity 
In some cases, the children applied intersectional power claims in a way that combined 
and compounded their power, and they sometimes integrated their size, age, skin color, and 
gender in assigning roles and exercising power, though not always.  The following field note 
captures a common play episode: 
   Miles, Sawyer, and Jack are outside on the playground.  They are chasing, catching, 
pretending to kick and hit each other.  I ask them what they are playing.  Coles explains 
pirates versus soldiers.  Then he self-corrects.  Superman and Batman battle forever . . . I 
see it on my iPad.”  (Field notes, August 17) 
 
The Boys, by taking on the subject positions of pirates and soldiers, are able to enact physical 
strength and dominance.  These subject positions seem fluid but consistent with the 
characteristics and power of popular culture superheroes.    
Much of The Boys’ play, particularly on the playground, was about oppositional forces 
engaging in battle, as occurred in the following play episode: 
Miles: We are trying to get the bad guys, which is in the side on this . . . the bad guys are 
on the side . . . on that side (points to opposite ends of a grass area). 
Me: The good guys on this side, bad guys on that side. 
Miles: Good guys on that side, bad guys on that side. 
Me: So, you must be a good guy. 
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Miles: Yes. I'm from this world . . . they came from that world. 
Me: And there are a lot of battles, I see. 
Miles: And this is the bad world. 
Me: Bad world.  Good world. 
Me: What's that, the lasers? 
Bobo: I'm Bud Light Years.  Bud Light Years is not a superhero. 
Me: You don't want to be a superhero? 
Bobo: I can still fly. 
Me: And who are you Joshua?  Who are you? 
Joshua: Joshua. 
Me: I mean who are you pretending to be?  That's Superman, that's Bud Light Year. 
Joshua: I'm Thomas the Engine.  Oh, Thomas the Engine . . . train. 
Me: I’m actually becoming a superhero.  What's that? 
Joshua: I have no time to chat.17 
Me: You have no time to chat with me?  Okay, you have to go.  Okay, sorry. 
 
In this transcript, The Boys are playing with power through issues of physical strength and 
domination, as well as good versus evil.  Miles does this by taking on the subject position of a 
superhero.  The other boys, Joshua and Bobo, although playing “superhero,” chose other 
subject positions, one a character from a movie and one from a book.   The Boys demonstrated 
acceptance of not just one form of masculinity, strength, or power (as embodied in a typical 
superhero) but various forms, with their inclusion of different characters.  In the following field 
note The Boys are pretending they are going on a plane trip: 
   Miles asks, “Are you ready to make our beds here?”  They take blankets and pillows and 
make three beds on the rug; Sawyer, Miles, and Jack all lay down on their respective 
makeshift beds.  Miles tells the others, “Go to sleep it is midnight, be quiet now.”  This 
then turns into wrestling and grabbing of blankets and hitting each other with pillows. 
They then return to the plane play.  They move chairs over to the wall and use their 
pointer fingers to press the wall.  Miles says, “We are driving the jet.”  Jack and Miles 
argue who will be the pilot.  They put chairs next to each other and decide that they will 
both be pilots.  (Field notes, July 17, 2016) 
 
Here we see negotiated shared power between The Boys.  Miles does not use his authority to 
control the other boys; he compromises and shares the role of co-pilot with Jack. 
                                                        
17 This interaction also speaks methodologically to how the children framed and treated me 
within the research relationship as an “incompetent child.”  I was in the way of their play by 




The Boys were all white males and, as suggested by Carbado (2013), we cannot give 
whiteness, maleness, or heterosexuality a pass when discussing intersections of social 
categories.  The Boys used superhero play not only to express and embody male strength and 
domination, but also to sometimes counter it.  Although Miles’ play at times deals with power and 
authority in a manner consistent with male hegemonic culture, in his play there is no single 
masculine ideal; multiple forms of masculinity are demonstrated.  For example, there was a boy 
in their group who was referred to by his nickname, Bobo, who sometimes wore dresses and 
pigtails.  This was never something The Boys talked about and they were always very 
inclusive of Bobo in their play.  In addition, when The Boys would collide with The Chinese 
Girls in the classroom over materials or space, which often was the case, they would always 
lose.  On the occasions when they joined in play with The Chinese Girls, The Boys were 
submissive, playing lower down on the family social hierarchy. 
Davis (1989) asserts that as boy children explore the gendered discourse of male power, 
they exercise this power over females but also over smaller boys (p. 91).  Miles, though, was one 
of the most liked children and always desired as a playmate, and he was the smallest and 
youngest boy in the class.  Using assertive creativity, Miles uses his social skills to adeptly 
navigate the classroom.  The superhero play episodes of The Boys also illustrated many 
complexities that do not match common assumptions about young boys’ hegemonic play. 
 
Superhero Play: The Gendered Universal Child 
Although I tried, I found it difficult to challenge the color- and gender-blind element of 
the play of The Boys.  This could be partly because of this group’s homogeneity.  Also, I suggest 
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that because gender- and color-blindness are products of the child-centered classroom, the 
creation of a universal child who is white and male is de-racialized and becomes normalized.  
Superhero play, with its physicality, power, and domination, is an expected and accepted type 
of play in the developmentally appropriate practices of the preschool classroom.  In many ways, 
this type of play exemplifies the ideals of child-centered pedagogy. Cannella (1997) elaborates on 
this premise:  
   Based on child development, child-centered pedagogy positions the child as pioneer, 
explorer, constructor and developer of independence, a stereotypic masculine image. 
Power and autonomy are promoted . . . Piaget’s theory is used as scientific legitimation for 
the masculinized construction of the individuals as isolated and separate from the world.  
(p. 132) 
 
Walkerdine (1988) asserts that the notion of male hegemonic culture in the classroom 
is a form of resistance to feminized relational space.  I argue that the early childhood 
classroom is actually not a feminized relational space, but rather one that reflects societal 
ideology through child-centered discourses.  Davis (1989) contends, “the arenas in which boys 
practice constituting themselves as masculine (dominate and oppressive) are generally 
independent of powerful adults and inside a discourse different from adult–child discourse” (p. 
89).  However, this was not something that was reflected in the play vignettes and episodes I 
collected.  Unlike Walkerdine, I argue that the early childhood classroom is not a feminized 
relational space but rather one that reflects societal ideology through child-centered 
discourses.  Contrary to Davis, I contend that the children’s masculinity was not independent 





Fairytale Play and Intersectionality 
  
Fairytale and princess play allows children to play with notions of dominant forms of 
feminized and heterosexual romance.  “Proto-feminized whiteness” is a term used by critical 
early childhood scholar Glenda Mac Naugton to describe a practice that takes place within 
fairytale and princess play; Mac Naughton notes that “girls negotiated ways of naming 
themselves and their friends that inextricably and intimately gendered their ‘racing’ and ‘raced’ 
their gendering of identities” (Mac Naughton & Davis, 2009, p. 68).  This pattern captures the 
need for an intersectional analytic disposition.  It illustrates how intrinsically gender and race 
are linked for young children.  Gender cannot be separated from race, neither can race be 
separated from gender. 
 
Feminized Whiteness and the Gendered Universal Child 
The following field note captures much of what characterized Ruby’s play: 
   Ruby is playing by herself in the kiddie pool in the playground.  She is moving like a 
ballerina.   I ask her what she is playing; she says, “Swim angel.”  (Field notes, August 8)  
 
Ruby’s play demonstrated the most traditionally feminized characteristics.  Ruby was the only 
white girl in the class, and the only child who took on subject positions such as angel and princess.  
These were subject positions she could take on by herself, which she did, as she was often 
excluded from being a superhero with The Boys and rejected by The Chinese Girls in family 
play, so she could not find a family to join in the classroom.  
Insofar as the child-centered classroom discourses create the universal male child 
subjectivity, I suggest that DAP as outlined by the ECERS tool (2004)) encourage a “proto-
feminized white subjectivity” through the prominence of dramatic play areas turned into house 
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corners filled with toys mimicking domestic items as well as princess dress-up clothing and 
jewelry.  These materials are, in fact, deemed necessary by the ECERS tool for the dramatic 
play interest area.   
Ruby’s fairytale play, however, countered many of the ideals of “proto-feminized 
whiteness.”  Although she often took on the subject position of princess, the following field notes 
show how Ruby used play to question gender identity and to explore the meaning of gendered play-
artifacts: 
   I am sitting at a table with a few students working with table toys.  Ruby walks over 
from the dress-up area where she is playing by herself.  She is wearing a tiara and has 
some necklaces on.  There is a boy, Bobo, who started about a week ago.  Ms. Daniela 
explained to me that he has come to school in a dress and his hair in pigtails.  She said 
the other children did not say anything or really seem to care, but Ruby was very 
confused and was the only one who asked him why he was wearing a dress.  That 
same boy is standing at the table.  Ruby asks him “Why do you like to be beautiful?” 
The child looks at his t-shirt and says “I’m not wearing that, I’m wearing orange . . . it says 
Chile.”  Ruby continues to question him and tells him that he likes girl things, like a 
princess, “Like your Dora Band Aid.”  The child is wearing a pink Band‐Aid on his index finger 
with a female character from a TV show on it.  Ruby walks back to the dress-up area and 
continues to play by herself.  (Field notes, July 9) 
 
   One of the activities on the table this day is paint bottles and sign in sheets. Ruby and 
Jack are stamping the colors all over the paper.  But Ruby is going around asking children 
their favorite color and then on top of their name that is on the paper she puts the color.  As 
soon as I walk in she asks me.  I tell her pink. She then mixes the white and red to make 
pink.  She asks Miles and Ms. Daniela. She announces she is making purple for Bobo 
because he likes “girlish things.” (Field notes, July 11) 
 
In both of these episodes, Ruby is engaging by herself in dramatic play.  She is dressed up as a 
princess, as she often was, and she questions Bobo about his desire to be “beautiful” and why he 
likes “girlish things.”  These are issues Ruby is grappling with as she questions what Bobo is 
wearing and the types of things he likes.  It is interesting that these conversations occur while 
Ruby is herself dressed up like a princess.  Perhaps taking on the princess subject position 
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makes it easier for her to have such conversations with other children in play episodes as 
opposed to outside of play.  
 Within the child-centered yet adult created, maintained, and directed classroom, larger 
discourses encourage certain forms of masculinity, as well as forms of femininity that include 
“proto-feminized whiteness.”  Although Ruby consistently took on the subject positions of 
princess and angel, she used this form of fantasy play as a way to question forms of gender 




Within their family play, superhero play, and fairytale play, children are dealing with 
power dynamics, engaging in complex identity work, and navigating their raced, gendered, social 
worlds.  The play vignettes and play episodes highlighted in this chapter counter many taken-for-
granted assumptions related to how we think about children, childhood, and the act of play itself.  
Play famed as social agentic action between children and adults brings to light how children are 
playing with power and creating their own social hierarchies.  We see how Miles and Kate play 
and take on subject positions to assert and maintain power in play, which refutes conventional 
thinking about fantasy play as either frivolous or merely children mimicking adults.  The Chinese 
Girls use family play not as an expression of bonding or caretaking but to dominate, control, and 
exclude.  Miles and The Boys use superhero play not only to dominate and physically control 
each other, but also to share power and allow multiple forms of masculinity.  Ruby does not use 
princess play solely to promote a feminized white ideal, she uses it as an opportunity to make 
meaning around issues of gender and identity.    
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Analyzing the depth and complex richness of children’s play episodes dispels ideas of 
children as incapable innocents.  Yet, my data suggests that the children’s agency and yielding 
of power goes unseen by their teachers because of limits related to mainstream discourses 
within a child-centered yet adult created, directed, and maintained classroom.  It is through their 
fantasy play that the children create, enact, and affirm the subjectivities they have within the 
classroom.   Kate exercises matriarchal power in her family play that is mirrored in the regulatory 
voice she uses with other children in the class even outside of play episodes.  The subject 
positions that Miles enacts as Daddy Cat or a boa constrictor are mirrored in his subjectivity as 
the (male) universal child within the classroom who is curious, expressive, and active.  And 
Ruby’s rejection from family and superhero play is mirrored in her subjectivity as an outsider as 
well as an agent of change, which I will explore in Chapter 10, where I contend that Ruby 
utilizes play in a way that counters child-centered discourses to connect, make meaning, and 





A Relational Pedagogy of Play:  




 Power and social hierarchy were central in the children’s play.  This was apparent in 
how the children utilized situational power and resistance against child-centered discourses 
and how they positioned their teachers within play; situational power and resistance were 
woven implicitly and explicitly into the children’s family, superhero, and fairytale play.  Yet, 
within the child-centered classroom, this agency was ignored. 
 Developmentalism does not allow conceptual space for teachers or children to 
acknowledge and explore issues of power.  If power dynamics are addressed, they are usually 
reduced to issues of social–emotional and moral development when teachers intervene to 
encourage children to “be nice” and “share.”  I suggested in previous chapters that Ruby played 
differently than Kate and Miles.  Kate used play to exert power over other children and Miles 
used play to direct and control play episodes.  In contrast, Ruby used play to connect to others, to 
relate, make cultural meaning, and ask questions of identity.  Outside of play, Ruby was 
articulate about her exclusion from play based on ethnic/cultural difference, and she also 
confronted issues of gender, difference, and age hierarchies openly and often in conversation.  I 
suggest that Ruby engaged in a relational pedagogy of play and brought me along as a 
researcher.   
As this play ethnography unfolded, a child’s question prompted me to question my role 
as a researcher.  I adjusted my research perspective, letting go of the idea that I could join a 
children’s play culture, and ultimately rejecting the notion of a separate children’s play culture 
altogether.  This shift allowed me to engage more fully and connect more meaningfully with the 
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children.  I was able to assume a position not only as a researcher but also as a playmate and 
friend of Ruby, a position Johansson (2011) refers to as the “adult-in-commonality” research 
subjectivity.  I felt that I had an opportunity and a responsibility to engage with Ruby in this 
relational pedagogy of play.  It is important to note that although Ruby was essential in creating 
the climate not only for the research relationship but also in this relational play pedagogy, within 
the space of the child-centered yet adult directed classroom Ruby’s agency is unnoticed and 
unsupported by her teachers and ignored and dismissed by her peers.   
In this chapter I explore a play conversation that demonstrates how play was a way for 
Ruby to create counter-discourses of connection, relationship, and meaning making.  I also 
discuss how a relational pedagogy of play could have implications for countering child-
centeredness and transforming early childhood classrooms as more responsive, inclusive, 
creative, and caring pedagogic spaces.   
In the following transcript, Ruby is playing and engaging me in conversation about her 
marginalization within the classroom that is reflective, articulate, and honest:  
Me: What are you up to Ruby? Making a bird’s nest? You like making birds’ nests. 
Ruby: Yes, I do. 
Me: Who do you pretend you are? You what? 
Ruby: I'm just making it for the birds. 
Me: So, Ruby can I ask you . . . why don't you play with Ting and Kate and Jia? 
Ruby: Because they . . . 'cause I . . . 
Me: What? 
Ruby: 'Cause I can't speak that much Chinese. 
Me: And that's why you don't play with them? 
Ruby: That's why . . . no because . . . that's . . .  they don't let me play with them. 
Me: Oh, but you want to play with them?  How does that make you feel? 
Ruby: Sad and angry. 
Me: Sad and angry?  Do you talk to them about that? 
Ruby: Yes.  I just ask Kate why do always say Chinese things that don't allow me in.  And she 
said because . . . you can't speak Chinese.  And I can speak a little Chinese like this Ni 
Huo . . . but . . . 
(Kate walks over, she hears Ruby’s last sentence) 
Kate: If she could speak a lot of Chinese like us . . . then she could play with us. 
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Me: But, because she doesn't . . .  
Kate: No.  Because . . . 
Me: So, Kate is it that you have to be able to speak Chinese to play together? 
Kate: No . . . if you can . . . 
Me: So, who do you like playing with also? 
Ruby: My friends at school . . . aren't friendly to me that much.  Because . . . 
Me: Yeah, because of the Chinese thing? 
Ruby: And my friends don't let me much play with them. 
Me: So, who do you like to? 
Ruby: I wish . . . I wish the Chinese girls could tell me some Chinese words. 
Me: Yeah, that would be nice.  Do you have anyone else you would like to play with?  
Besides the Chinese girls? 
Ruby: Uh . . . Jack and the boys . . . because they always play boy games. 
Me: Like what are boy games? 
Ruby: Like crane. 
Me: (laughing) They do like to play crane.  I'm going to sit right here . . . like on this . . . so 
I'm not totally in the dirt.  Maybe I should just be totally in the dirt.  Maybe I should sit 
here. 
Ruby: Make sure you're not in my nest. 
Me: Okay, I'm not going to sit on your nest.  So, the boy games are . . . crane and . . . what? 
Ruby: Racer. 
Me: Ruby, I just want to tell you that I know that makes you sad that they don't play with you 
and you want to play with them. 
Ruby: How do I make a bird’s nest? 
Me: Pretty good.  Now we need some birds. 
Me: What's that? 
Ruby: I'm decorating the nest. 
Me: You're decorating it. 
 
This illustrates a pivotal moment in my research relationship with Ruby.  Ruby was in the 
playground creating a nest to shelter the birds, an act of care giving and nurturing, and I entered 
her play, initiating a conversation about her isolation.  I felt the limits of being a researcher, 
especially a childhood researcher; as I was a witness during my time in the classroom, it was 
difficult to see Ruby’s aloneness.  Complex questions arose in me about advocating for her or 
giving her voice, both of which troubled me as those questions imply that Ruby was unable to 
speak or advocate for herself.  Kate joined in to explain how she justifies her exclusion of Ruby 
because Ruby cannot speak Chinese.  The children spoke in frank terms about this power 
dynamic, which has been virtually ignored and gone unaddressed by the teachers.  Ruby’s 
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struggle was invisible and unseen and it felt important for me to affirm her reality.  I was 
reminded of Johansson’s (2011) adult-in-commonality subjectivity and how this research 
subjectivity holds the potential “to empower students and work for improvements in student’s 
lives” (Kellett, 2010 as cited by Johansson, p. 107).  After our conversation, Ruby went to a 
teacher (not one of her classroom teachers) about wanting to play with Kate.  I would like to 
think our exchange helped her feel able to find her voice and to act. 
This transcript represents the seed of potential for what a relational pedagogy of play could 
look like.  It illustrates an organic beginning, and leaves me with many questions about possible 
implications for play research as it relates directly to daily classroom life.  How could I, as a 
researcher, have better collaborated with the teachers?  How could we have created a space for Ruby’s 
voice to be acknowledged by her peers in the classroom?  How could teachers use play episodes to 
bring up issues of inclusion, cultural difference, homogeneity, power, and powerlessness?  Although I 
am left with these questions, I am certain there is no formula, no clear objective or standards that could 
create a relational pedagogy of play.  It would look different in every classroom, with every teacher. 
Guiding principles would be the need for a safe learning community and willingness to engage; this is 
messy work and requires more from researchers, teachers, and children.   
 
A Relational Pedagogy of Play 
 
Relational pedagogy is a shift away from child-centered pedagogy, with its emphasis on 
individuality and autonomy, to focus on the collective group.  It carries with it the primary goal 
of addressing issues of power within the teaching and learning process.  It emphasizes the 
interconnectedness and interdependencies among children and teachers, and frames the classroom 
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as a relational space.  Relational pedagogy has been utilized in various ways both ontologically 
and epistemologically across a broad range of disciples.  It is informed by critical pedagogy, 
liberation pedagogy, and engaged pedagogy, and allows issues of voice and power to come to 
the forefront.  Sidorkin (2000) writes of this distinction, “Relations do not describe an 
individual; they always describe a group or a pair of people.  One cannot describe a relation by 
observing individual or group behavior, for human relation always has hidden component of 
emotion, attitude, past history, and social context" (p. 3).  Relational pedagogy allows power to 
be acknowledged and discussed among children within the classroom, and allows teachers to 
engage in more meaningful ways with their students.  It requires the teacher to be an active 
participant in the dialogue, not just as facilitator but as a member of the community. 
Within relational pedagogy I contend that a pedagogical approach to play should be 
developed.  Rogers (2011) proposes a “play pedagogy,” which she describes as:  
   A negotiated and relational “space” both physical and conceptual, for children and 
teachers to explore identities and desires, and consider questions of voice and power in 
the classroom.  The starting point would be to see the value of play from the children’s 
perspective, as a powerful context for understanding emerging, shifting subjectivities 
within classroom relationships.  (p. 15) 
 
 Rogers advocate the need to developing pedagogy with children.   This is a crucial paradigm 
shift away from adult-created learning outcomes, and parallel to how I have conceptualized play 
ethnography as childhood research that is not done on children but with children.  This is an 
important point related to shared meaning and an overlap of the pedagogy and the methodology, 
with a common purpose and approach embedded within.  The notion of a relational pedagogy of 
play that I am suggesting builds upon Rogers’ play pedagogy, explicitly interweaving the 




The Role of Teachers in Relational Play Pedagogy 
Within the child-centered yet adult created, directed, and maintained classroom the role 
of the teacher is to facilitate, lead, and scaffold to meet learning goals.  The relational pedagogy 
of play is an approach that does not have prescriptive measures for teachers.  Central to a 
relational pedagogy of play is interconnectedness and interdependency between children and 
adults.  Harker (2005) asserts that “any theorizing of play must engage with a blurring of 
boundaries among children and adults, childhood and adulthood, towards destabilizing unequal 
power relations and promoting irreductable shared spaces” (as cited in Sellers, 2013, p. 102).  
Relational play pedagogy is not about teachers assuming a role that emphasizes eliciting the 
needs and desires of children working in collaboration.  Rogers and Evans (2008) write that it is 
about “children and adults work in dialogue, and through adult listening on many levels to how 
children are finding and making meaning in early childhood settings.  But we suggest that a new 
pedagogy of play might also draw not only on practitioners’ and researchers’ perspectives of play 
but on those of the children too” (p. 120). 
 
Te Whāriki Early Childhood Curriculum: A Policy of Relational Pedagogic Practice 
Te Whāriki curriculum is helpful as a model for conceptualizing a relational pedagogy of 
play.  Te Whāriki is the official early childhood curriculum of New Zealand.  It was written in 
1996 as a bicultural responsive approach to include the Māori and Pākehā indigenous Pacific 
Island cultures, incorporating a Māori perspective of development and pedagogy and Western 
ideas.  It is an important and relevant model because it appreciates and uses the rich cultural and 
social lives of children as the heart of teaching and learning processes.  Sellers (2013) proposes 
that the Te Whāriki curriculum offers new openings: “It opens . . . possibilities for different 
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weavings as early childhood curriculum centres work with their cultural communities and 
differing perceptions of children and childhood in ways that weave their own desires for early 
childhood curriculum into the fabric” (Podome & May, 2003 as cited in Sellers, 2013, p. 39). 
“This approach considers learning as complex and having functional understandings of 
knowledge and skills attached to specific sociocultural contexts, rather that thinking of learning 
as universally prescribed” (Sellers, 2013, p. 39).  These excerpts from the Te Whāriki policy 
document (New Zealand Ministry of Government, 1996) speak to the view this curriculum 
takes: 
   Each community to which a child belongs, whether it is a family home or an 
early childhood setting outside the home, provides opportunities for new learning 
to be fostered: for children to reflect on alternative ways of doing things; make 
connections across time and place; establish different kinds of relationship; and 
encounter different points of view.  These experiences enrich children’s lives and 
provide them with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions they need to tackle 
new challenges.  (p. 9) 
 
   This curriculum emphasizes the critical role of socially and culturally mediated 
learning and of reciprocal and responsive relationships for children with people, 
places, and things.   Children learn through collaboration with adults and peers, 
through guided participation and observation of others, as well as through 
individual exploration and expression, connection and relationship.  (p. 9) 
 
Here we see a striking contrast to the child-centered classroom, which is based on learning 
outcomes and the discourse of individualism, autonomy, freedom, and choice.  Just highlighting 
the wording of the Te Whāriki document – belonging, reflection, alternative ways of doing 
things, different points of view – the difference in approach are evident.  Te Whāriki is one way 
to reconceptualize developmentalism into different perspectives, to make sense of and engage 
children in and through formal and informal learning.  I agree with Sellers (2013), however, that 






In this chapter I have introduced an alternative approach to play in the early childhood 
setting, a relational pedagogy of play, which offers a different framework than that reflected in 
the child-centered yet adult created, maintained, and directed classroom.  The heart of this 
approach involves teachers and children engaging proactively and responsively in conversations 
about power to create relevant pedagogy with children.  In Chapter 11, I will conclude my 
findings with a presentation of the theoretical, methodological, and practical implications of 









Play: The Union of Critical Theory, Methodology, and Pedagogy 
 
Intersections of Agency, Intersections of Power 
 
Children’s citizenship researcher Cath Larkin (2013) explains, “As children remain 
largely excluded from formal political spaces, it is vital to recognize the political content of their 
agency, wherever and however it is performed” (p. 12).  I contend that children’s play is an 
important context to understand children’s social agency.  This play ethnography reveals that 
children possess a profound level of intensity, reflectivity, discernment, skillfulness, and 
understanding in navigating the cultural, social, and political intricacies that exist in the early 
childhood classroom.  Play framed as creative social agentic action between children and adults 
illuminates the vital transformative contributions that young children are making in early 
childhood institutions, which confirms that children’s play speaks to larger ideological matters.  
Furthermore, children’s exercise of agency in schools is not just about play culture or even 
classroom culture; it reflects and challenges social, and political discourses. 
  Historically, it is well documented that education has been a site of children’s social and 
political agency in social movements.  Children’s political activism has often coalesced around 
issues related to their schooling, such as school integration during the civil rights era and the 
right to be taught in one’s native language during the anti-apartheid movement.  Because schools 
are vital sites to explore children’s social and political agency, fantasy play within the contexts of 
schooling is a form of agency that needs to be considered.  
 In Chapter 4, I outlined the need to theorize children’s play in a manner that integrates 
micro and macro forms of agency and interdependency.  The children utilize and integrate the 
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concept of intersectionality by finding intersections of power to utilize their agency.  In Chapter 
9, I outlined how children take up intersectional dispositions in fantasy play.  Rather than 
intersections of oppression as proposed by Critical Race Theory, I suggest that children seem to 
be finding intersections of power and intersections of agency in which to maintain or exert 
power.   
Current attention being given to the idea of intersectionality across the social sciences is 
essential and timely.  Applying this concept to the social worlds of young children is especially 
vital due to a lack of critical, feminist, postmodern, or post-structural analysis in early childhood 
research (Hatch, 1992; Bloch, 1992; Canella, 1997; Soto, 2000).  What I have attempted to do is 
two-fold.  The use of intersectionality coupled with Alanen’s (2009) generational ordering 
schema encourages seeing children as a social category and highlights the processes and 
relationships that create the experience of being a child.  In this study, I have framed play as a 
practice that is not isolated to a separate children’s culture but rather speaks to relational 
interconnections of children and adults, as well as children to adult social structures.  I am not 
only applying an intersectional analysis on children but am highlighting the ways that children 
themselves utilize, produce, enact, and play with intersectionality themselves.  Pedagogic 
implications emerge from my findings that not only do children use intersectional dispositions 
within their play to find intersections of agency to challenge pedagogic discourses, but in many 
cases the subject positions they take up in fantasy play are mirrored in their learning 
subjectivities within the classroom. 
 Miles and Kate used various intersectional dispositions within their play, they sometimes 
challenged—and in some ways even undermined—the procedures, rules, and expectations of the 
classroom, these children use the pedagogical and societal discourses of independence, 
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autonomy, and freedom to their own benefit.  They are speaking the language and using the tools 
that are valued in a child-centered yet adult created, maintained, and directed space.  They are 
playing by the rules and winning, and are rewarded and affirmed by the dominant pedagogic and 
societal ideologies.  Perhaps for these reasons, the type of agency enacted by Miles and Kate was 
most visible.  
In contrast, Ruby enacted an agency that was relational, shared, and interconnected.  
Ruby used her agency to reach out, belong, to be inclusive and to care—not to exert power.  This 
was invisible; it went unseen and unheard by the teachers.  The dominant discourses of the 
classroom were too strong.  She exercised agency to transform; she challenged pedagogic and 
societal ideologies not just to challenge them, but also to change them.  Ruby saw illogic within 
of the child-centered classroom and wider society and openly questioned rules and norms.  She 
used her agency to make meaning of social differences.  She was the only child in the class who 
actively spoke of race, gender, and language differences.  Although Ruby and I engaged in these 
conversations, these were subjects her teachers were not initiating.  It was my interdependency 
with Ruby within a research relationship that allowed her agency to become visible.  
Interdependency allowed me to notice and reflect on how Ruby was using play to connect with 
me and to attempt to connect with others across linguistic, racial, and cultural differences.     
 As I embrace interdependence and explore how preschool children’s agency is 
constructed and informed by the dominant discourses of the classroom, I must also reflect on the 
role of agency in the construction of the preschool teacher.  Looking at how children are 
exercising their agency in play to resist, challenge, and transform the pedagogic discourse begs 
questions about what kind of agency teachers have in the current climate of standardization and 
accountability.  Further, with an interdependent lens, how are teacher agency and student agency 
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interconnected?  I also see a connection between relational pedagogy as a pedagogical practice 
created with children in early childhood classrooms and as a pedagogy created with pre-service 
teachers in teacher education contexts.  These parellels deserve more pedagogic attention and 
research. 
 I hope that this research speaks to a question that James (2009) raises, “Do all children 
have the same capacity for agency?  What might inhibit or prevent particular children from 
exercising it and under what kinds of circumstances?” (p. 44).  This research may serve as an 
opening into the big, small, visible, and unseen ways that children exercise their agency and the 
ways their agency is constrained within pedagogic, cultural, and social structures.  
 
Play Ethnography Methodology 
 
I have advocated strongly throughout this study for the need of an ongoing critique of 
dominant theoretical understandings of children and the experience of childhood.  The 
developmental paradigm creates a construction of childhood that is reflected in pedagogy and 
policy, as well as research methodology—despite the fact that it perpetuates a limited 
understanding of children.  Early childhood has been controlled by a positivist research agenda, 
which is consistent with the developmental view of linearity, universality, and individualism 
through stage theories.  Positivism emphasizes “measurement, abstraction and statistical 
relationships” (Hill, 2005, p. 62).  Compounding the longstanding problem of the positivist 
perspective prevailing as the primary framework in the early childhood field is the reality of 
policies such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) that affect the kind of research that is valued and 
encouraged.  Amos Hatch (2014) explains,  
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   NCLB codified statistically based, double blind studies with large numbers of subjects 
as the only “science” that would be recognized when federal research dollars were 
allotted or funding for educational spectrum were effectively stigmatized as not worthy of 
consideration as educational, policies, programs, and practices were developed and 
implemented.  (p. 48) 
 
The growth of universal pre-kindergarten programs has compounded this reality.  Dahlberg and 
Moss (2008) write, “expansion brings with major risks, not least of which is increasing 
regulation and normalization” (p. 25).  Although the educational policy climate does not 
encourage and, indeed, marginalizes it, there is great need for more qualitative research.  
Ethnographic research should not be constrained to departments of sociology, but should be 
broadly integrated within schools and departments of education in the early childhood field. 
 There is great need to craft more specific methodologies to research children’s play in an 
ethnographic manner, a research process I call “play ethnography.”  As I embarked on this 
research I had a clear approach, but I was very quickly forced to question some of those stances.  
Engaging with children in ethnographic play research requires added attentiveness and reflection. 
Paolo Freiere and Myles Horton (1990) aptly titled their seminal work We make the road by 
walking.  This is how I felt, and I am sure this is a feeling experienced by many ethnographic 
researchers.  This play ethnography was created as I played with children; as I engaged, I 
discovered.  This research was a journey.  The children in this study transformed my theoretical 
and methodological approaches.  They led the way, I followed, and we walked the road together.  
It was insights that the children brought in play that I now assert are the tenets of play 
ethnography, interdependency, and relational pedagogy. 
 Interdependency emerged in my research as a vital concept that must be explored through 
additional research methods.  Interdependency has the power to cut through a lot of the muddle 
that exists for those researching childhood, particularly regarding questions about whose voice is 
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validated (e.g., can adults speak for children?).  Within an interdependent schema, we see and 
feel interconnections and can speak not for each other but with each other.  This approach and 
framework places the researcher squarely in the relational research space.  The researcher is left 
to question how the children are constructing and positioning the researcher, and also determine 
how the researcher is him/herself constructing and positioning the children.  Rejecting the notion 
of a separate children’s culture allows the researcher to fully engage, in a more holistic and 
authentic way.  
 I offer some questions that might guide a researcher engaging in play ethnography. 
1. What construction of childhood do I embrace? 
2. How are children and adults interconnected in play relationally and structurally?  How is 
this represented? 
3. How and why am I invited into play? 
4. How and why am I excluded from play? 
5. How do I position the children in play?  How do the children position me? 
6. How are the children exercising power within the roles they play? 
7. Who assigns roles?  How? 
8. How do children use generational hierarchy in their play? 
9. How are children using race, gender, and/or class to combine power and create 
intersections of agency and power in their play?  
10. How are children using race, gender, and/or class to combine power and intersectional 
disposition related to care and belonging in their play? 
11. What are the cultural and social discourses that children and adults use when framing 
play?  
12. What social and cultural resources do children use to invent their play?  How children 
they use or misuse the materials in the classroom to support their play? 
13. How do space and place shape play? 
14. How do institutional structures shape play? 
 
The methods involved in play ethnography have pedagogical implications, so play ethnography 
can and should be used by both researcher and teachers.  As I go forward, I am interested in 
further developing play ethnography in the context of a relational pedagogy of play.  Thinking, 
for example, about play ethnography in relation to “student voice,” could play be understood as 




Putting It All Together: Thoughts and Questions for Teachers  
 
This study makes a theoretical contribution to understandings of children’s play, which 
my data shows can be understood as acts of pedagogic and social agency.  This study provides a 
methodological direction as approaches are developed for play research.  However, it is my 
greatest hope that this research encourages teachers to reflect, question, and challenge their 
pedagogical practices and their understanding of children and the experience of childhood.  
Ultimately, as they better understand the children they teach, teachers will also better understand 
the choices they make and learning environments they create and better understand themselves 
as teachers. 
 I see the relationship between teacher and student at the heart of many of the concepts 
this ethnography explores: interdependency, agency, and relational pedagogy.  In the classroom, 
the connection between child and adult, student and teacher, is where the rubber meets the road.  
The practioner is where the theoretical and methodological connect.  Because of the invisible 
regime of truth in early childhood that dominates instruction, curriculum, and policy, so much 
goes unquestioned.  I have posed many questions and hopefully answered some along the way.  I 
look forward to sharing this study with early childhood teachers; the following statements and 
questions are for teachers to consider and hopefully to answer.   
 I present play as a form of agency.  What allows some forms of agency to be seen and 
invisible; and heard and silenced?  How do child-centered pedagogies limit the agency of 
children?  Just as discourse shapes the construction of the preschool child, through an 
interdependent lens child and adult are in an ongoing process of co-constructing each other.  
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How is the preschool teacher constructed culturally, socially, and politically?  How do child-
centered discourses shape agency for teachers?  How is a teacher’s agency denied, silenced, or 
made invisible?  
 I have presented play ethnography as a methodology with pedagogical implications. 
What role does play ethnography have in the classroom?  What role do teachers assume in play? 
How do teachers theorize play?  How can teachers value play within a system that values test 
scores and accountability?  How can play be used to explore issues of power, diversity, and 
difference, specifically related to race, gender, class, and culture? 
 I have presented play as a window to explore epistemological questions.  How are 
pedagogies produced?  What is the relationship between knowledge and power?  How is 
knowledge produced?  How is science used to legitimate and validate specific ways of 
understanding children?  What do we consider conventional wisdom about children and the 
experience of childhood?  What are some taken-for-granted assumptions about children that do 
not seem to reflect what is really happening as children play and learn in early childhood 
settings? 
 
Looking Ahead: Wider Implications and Future Research 
 
I began this study thinking about the ways that play was being framed in early childhood 
education and how that framework is informed and reflective of specific constructions of 
childhood and pedagogic practices.  I see these as inextricably linked.  The invisible, naturalized 
regime of truth that has pedagogized play limits the way play and children are understood.  
Through the pedagogization of play, play can be reduced to an instructional strategy, one that is 
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currently being eliminated due to a neo-liberal educational climate overly concerned with test 
scores and standardization.   
The policy perspective deserves great attention, as well.  Early childhood policies that 
economically segregate children have adverse ramifications for all children and are directly 
linked to the varied educational experiences children receive based on economic class—and the 
reality that childhoods in the United States are, in fact, classed.  I suggest that the pedagogization 
of play and the connected loss of play reflect a specific construction of childhood as well as 
current neo-liberal policies.  The children most vulnerable and negatively affected by these neo-
liberal reforms are black, brown, and poor children in urban public schools.  In this study 
highlighting the work of Anyon and Kusserow I started with the premise that pedagogies are 
classed based.  In contributing to this literature I suggest that constructions and policies that limit 
children’s play in schools are turning play in early childhood education into a class-based 
pedagogy.  Herein lies the danger of framing play through a pedagogic lens.  
This play ethnography shows the power of children’s agency to transform pedagogic 
spaces.  However children cannot do this alone, it must be with the support of responsive 
teachers.  Ruby was being isolated and excluded from play and the teachers were unaware, 
however it is not my intention for the findings of this research to be used to critique teachers.  
Rather I see this research as a critique of a neo-liberal educational climate that forces teachers to 
quantify children’s learning at the expense of seeing children fully.  Ms. Daniela and Ms. Cara 
were not uncaring or intentionally ignoring the social dynamics in their classroom.  Teachers are 
not encouraged or trained to look at issues of power and social hierarchy in their classrooms.  In 
addition teachers are pulled in a million directions they are consumed in the workaday busyness 
of meeting the needs of 20 preschool children.  Ms. Daniela and Ms. Cara were doing it all- 
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creating curriculum, managing the physical space of the classroom, maintaining paperwork, 
(emotional and cognitive developmental screenings, ongoing assessments) while emailing 
parents daily to keep them abreast of what their children were learning in the classroom. These 
teachers were unaware of what was happening to Ruby in the children’s classroom play because 
they were preoccupied with paperwork, which forced them to look and see children through 
developmental benchmarks.  
 It is my hope that this play ethnography speaks to policy makers and school leaders as it 
captures what is lost within a high stakes testing environment. This research illustrates how 
children and teachers are affected by accountability measures which are created with the 
intention of improving instruction but in fact has an opposite effect as it pulls teachers away from 
the art of teaching. Assessment is valued more than the lived experiences of children. Policies 
must be created that support teachers in advancing relational pedagogies based in the 
understanding that children learn within relationship, where they are safe, valued and listened to.  
The wellbeing of our children is at stake.  
How we see and situate children and their play has tremendous unexplored and under-
explored consequences, given my findings that play is a form of pedagogical, cultural, and 
political agency.  When children’s play is ignored, children’s agency is ignored.  When play is 
lost, limited, or denied to certain children, we lose what can be learned about children and the 
experience of childhood in the classroom environment, as well as how children’s play relates to 
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